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My darling B! | How are you, my beautiful and precious sweetheart? I trust that you are more than ready for your final exams.  Look after yourself. Eat well, keep warm and sleep at the right time to keep your body and soul healthy. | A week after your exams, I hope to come for vacation in July, and then we will both return to Nigeria together. Love and kisses from all the children and of course, the sweetest from me! | Love from your darling,

1965

‘Please God. Forgive me. Please do not punish me. Do not punish any of my children or my wife because of what I have done. I know You still love me very much. Let your love cover this sin, I beg you. Search my heart; I don’t want it to happen again. Please, my God, if you do not want me to sin against you again, send your angel to touch my wife so that she will not find sex repulsive. You said You will not give anyone a temptation they cannot bear. God, I cannot wait till December before I resume love relations with my wife! God my Father, that is the truth. You did not wire me like that God. Please do something, or I am in trouble. Help me. Please look after Tunji and Seun, who are far away in England, and comfort them when they feel homesick. Cure Abiola so that she will not fail....

Praise the Lord, o my soul

Consider the end from the beginning: Deuteronomy 32:29

The thing I feared came upon me, Job 3:25/28

Epilogue
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From the very first time Sophia attended my married couples’ programme with her husband, I knew there was a lot of fire in her belly. It was apparent that she had a lot to offer, thanks to her active participation and intelligent contributions throughout the programme and subsequent sessions. 

I find this compelling work of fiction, ‘Their Journey’, so enriching. The story is told with such simplicity that it makes the book enjoyable from start to finish.  

The marriage journey of Alade and Bridget is delicately woven with a plot so enthralling that each reader can relate with and, at the same time, come away with key learning applicable to their individual circumstances, all of which lend credence to Sophia’s writing and storytelling skills. 

‘Their Journey’ narrates a gripping story of betrayal and forgiveness, infidelity and rebuilding of trust and loyalty, understanding and responsibility, triumph of love over all odds, as well as the recognition that God is the ultimate in every relationship, including marriage. This is clearly demonstrated in Alade and Bridget seeking a solution from God as they faced turbulence in their marriage. 

I encourage you to read and enjoy the adventures of Alade, Bridget and the other characters, which will keep you in suspense as you turn each page and even till the end. 
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Femi Folayan 

Director, CET-C Ministries   

––––––––
[image: ]


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I am most deeply grateful to God for the gift of my seven siblings. They have been blessings in my life's journey.  Each of them is a cause for celebration in their journey of life:

Late Elder Pastor Tunde Adebayo, a sage, devoted, faithful warrior and a loyal man of God who has carried his cross gallantly with matchless faithfulness. A Patriarch indeed.

Professor Pastor Segun Adebayo, a very tender-hearted, loving, intelligent, accommodating and honourable man of God whose heart is tremendously compassionate.

Elder Leye Adebayo, a reserved, peace-making, dedicated and sincere man of God who embraces truth and unity in astounding earnest.

Dr Apostle Femi Adebayo is a very knowledgeable, upright, talented, principled man of God whose integrity is unquestionable.

Pastor Wole Adebayo, a very wonderful, most pleasant, disciplined, strong and patient man of God whose sense of justice is unshakable.

Dr Lady Folake Adebayo, a very generous, hardworking, supportive, fastidious, dependable, and unassuming woman of God whose commitment to duty and faith is unchallengeable.

Barrister Evangelist Funke Adebayo, a very warm-hearted, trustworthy, firm, passionate, sensible and able woman of God who shows amazing graciousness.

Elder Pa Emmanuel Chima Anyanwu, a most loving, devoted, faithful, humble, caring and intensely God-fearing, a most unique, rare gem amongst all men and handpicked by the Master Himself, out of zillions uncountable to walk with me in my journey of life.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

What people say  about ‘ Their Journey on Earth to Heaven’

[image: ]


This is an excellent novel - compelling, absorbing, and utterly delightful from start to finish. The Author tells a story of perhaps one of the most important journeys of life: the marital journey, using rich and down-to-earth characters that you can actually relate with and enduring Christian themes; the book is steeped in lovely African culture and vocabulary from Western Nigeria; there are gripping moments, tearful moments, moments of laughter and romance - and the last page will leave you tingling with a warm glow of joy and fulfilment. It is indeed a journey - an unforgettable and must-continue-to-the-end type of journey. Highly recommended. Francis A.

INTRODUCTION

Their Journey unfolds the story of Alade and Bridget, who have secrets before they enter into the agreement of marriage. Their wedding night is their one chance to get these secrets out of their chests. Bridget advises that each of them should confess any secrets they did not mention during their courtship. Just as the biblical story of how the serpent fooled Eve in the Garden of Eden with an apple, Bridget is tricked into revealing her own secrets without Alade saying his.

Their Journey depicts the consequences of the secrets that Alade initially withheld from Bridget.   Bridget is never aware that her ultimate trust in her husband was shattered into splinters on their nuptial night. Her subconscious knowledge of her husband underpins the subsequent decisions she takes in their marriage: he cannot be trusted; he is a manipulator; he is a cheat and a sly one.

Alade is now a new man in Christ and full of love for his young wife.  Will he be able to rectify the damage of his past? Is Bridget going to be accommodating? When will she finally realise that Alade has let go of his past?

Find out!

PREFACE

Life is a journey which comprises both good and not-so-good bits. In Alade and Bridget’s story, I have padded history with fiction. I have picked out the excellent adventure they have shared.  They start as young single adults and progress to mature adults in their married years.

I have answered their wish. I have turned their flaws into their strengths.  I have made their dreams come true. Their strengths are an inspiration to readers. They have had the opportunity for their history to be rewritten. This is good. All good things come from God.

This is why I have written this book: firstly, for Alade and Bridget to smile contentedly from Heaven; for them to join the celestial saints above in giving hearty praise to God; for them to continue to rest in eternal bliss; for them to visualise what might have been.   

Furthermore, I want to remind everyone that they should not live a life of double standards but stay on the right path of life as given by Jesus Christ.  Finally, everyone should realise that they cannot go through their journey of life without God. God bless you.

Sophia  Anyanwu
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Characters and incidents in this story are works of imagination. Any coincidence in whatever form is purely accidental.
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CAST OF CHARACTERS

Alade[Boney] –  Bridget’s husband 

Mama Ladi [ Lady Deborah] – Alade’s mother

Comfort- Alade’s married sister

Kayode [Brother Kay] – Comfort’s husband

Rufus and Alex – Alade’s younger brothers

Tunji, Seun and Laolu – his three sons born outside his marriage

Abiola, Moyo, Bankole, Fadekemi, Feyikemi – his children born in marriage

Femi and Kunle – his best friends

Bridget – Alade’s wife

Iye Comfo – Bridget’s mother

Simon and Daniel – Bridget’s stepbrothers

Comfo, Eunomina, Alicia, Jessie, Marbella, Lydia – Bridget’s sisters

Godfrey – Bridget’s brother

Victor – Bridget’s ex

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PROLOGUE:

[image: ]


As the Minister announced the next hymn to be sung, the whole congregation stood up to sing Hymn 567 from the Hymnal Companion. The newlyweds stood up with the congregation to sing.  As they sang mechanically, they consciously absorbed the hymn's words.


1) Through all the changing scenes of life,

In trouble and in joy,

The praises of my God shall still

My heart and tongue employ.

2) Oh, magnify the Lord with me.

With me exalt His name.

When in distress to Him I called,

He to my rescue came.

3) The hosts of God encamp around

The dwelling of the just.

Deliverance He affords to all

Who on his succour trust.

4) Oh, make but trial of His love.

Experience will decide

How blest they are, and only they,

Who in His truth confide.

5) Fear Him, ye saints and you will 

Have nothing else to fear. 

Then make you His service your delight,

Your wants shall be His care. Amen.
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WOOING

1956 -1957
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They were travellers on a very long journey, which began on Saturday, 17th December 1957. That day, they both promised God and each other that they would stay together for the rest of their lives. Till Death do them part. There were many witnesses to this oath taken by Alade and Bridget, who were in love with one another, at St Peter’s Anglican Church in Benin. They also swore to one another that they would never break allegiance to one another, even in the face of Poverty, Sickness or the Devil. Alade Adio was finally dropping his bachelorhood, without any regrets. He was a District Officer [DO] in the Mid-Western region of Nigeria. He was based in Benin City, the capital of the Mid-West Region. 

After graduating with an Honours [History] First Class Division from the University College of Ibadan in June 1950, he joined the colonial government's administrative service. He had begun as an Assistant Secretary, a Senior Assistant Secretary, a Deputy or Under Secretary, an Assistant District Officer [ADO], and is presently a DO. He was now a confident 31-year-old man, soon to be 32 at the end of December that year. He was not much endowed with height but very much blessed with charm, a pair of bulging eyes and the great intelligence of a genius. His greatest joy that day, 17th December, was that he was at last getting married to a very tall, proud, ambitious and beautiful Benin lady of twenty-one. She was a virgin. He knew because he was highly skilled in the art and knowledge of women.

It had not been an easy task to woo this lady. 

She was the fourth of thirteen siblings in an extended family.  There were two stepbrothers and three stepsisters, all of whom were significantly older, settled, and accomplished. Her mother had been married at the age of fifteen, after the death of the first wife and was now a young widow. Bridget’s mother, a petty trader, now had seven daughters and one son to care for single-handedly. When Bridget’s father died, on 9th January 1947, she was just about to start secondary school at the age of 12. She had to stop schooling in Benin and follow her stepbrother, Brother Simon, an accomplished lawyer and his family to Ibadan.  She was to continue her secondary education while also working as a housekeeper.

After her second year in St Anne’s, Ibadan, at the age of 14, she went home for the holidays. She decided not to return against her mother and family’s pleading. Her mother, she had thought then, needed her. The first sister, Comfort, a teacher who was married to a Yoruba man, lived in Abeokuta. The next two of her senior sisters had gotten admission to study nursing on scholarship in London. They were married to Benin men. Eunomina had two children, and Alicia had one, and this was while Papa was alive. 

Bridget was the fourth child and daughter. She demonstrated her responsibility and authority by deciding to leave her studies in Ibadan and resume them in Benin. She continued her secondary education at Niger College for Girls in Benin but dropped out in her fourth year. She then reasoned that pursuing a technical education was better. Though more expensive than secondary education, it was more profitable. Many family assets were sold to raise the funds for her training at Arinze Commercial College in Benin.

Alade was driving his car through the city on a late February afternoon in 1956. That was when he noticed what he thought was a paragon of beauty, stepping into the CMS Bookshop on Igiefa Street. He quickly found a space along the side street to park his Opel Capitan car. The bookshop was right in front of the road. There were street hawkers who had stalls around it on the left side and a mechanic's shed at its rear end on the right. He was dressed in a suit and was on his way home. He chided himself for his actions inwardly because he knew what he was about to do. He was very confident that the beautiful girl he saw would follow him home.

He had fathered three sons already, from ‘wooing’ three different women all within the six years since University but had decided he did not want to marry any of them. Something told him he had found his future wife. Excitedly, he got out of his car, making sure it was locked and secure. It crossed his mind that he needed to buy some more books written by Jean Plaidy. He loved books. He knew he would author some books someday. He was in love with many authors, including D.H. Lawrence, Lobsang Rampa, Denis Whitley, Sidney Sheldon, and classical fiction. 

He was already in the bookshop and made straight for his quarry. He spotted her within minutes. He could not tell precisely how old she was, as she seemed to be seriously leafing through a history book, and in her shopping basket were other books related to examinations. However, he made a good guess that she was probably a tender 20-year-old. She was very fair-skinned, slim, and had a stunning figure. He decided to greet her in the vernacular, even though it was not in his habit to speak in the Edo language.

‘Ko sister.’

‘Wo ye e?’ He understood she was asking him, ‘How are you?’ but he was not going further.

‘That one is not in my dictionary, sis,’ and he laughed at his own joke, but she did not laugh. She continued to look through the GCE History book in her hand.

‘I do not want to be a nuisance, but I see you have a history book in your hand. It might interest you to know that History is my best subject, and I am always excited and willing to help anyone at any level with their history exam and with any other non-science subject. Are you shopping for someone or are you preparing for an exam?’ 

Throughout his speech, she showed no flicker of interest. Alade’s hopes began to climb lower down from the high pedestal he had placed them. Just as his heart was about to sink to its lowest depths, her voice rescued him. He heard a soft voice, and he saw a smile with white teeth. His interest was further ignited. She spoke in the vernacular and at the same time made her way to the cashier. Alade told her that he did not speak the language. She seemed surprised, but she did not repeat herself.

‘So?’ he prompted.

‘I asked if you were a school teacher and do private tuition?’

Alade knew that good Christians did not lie, so he made a quick understanding with God that whatever he answered was not exactly a lie. He had been a pupil teacher at 17 and was indeed willing to help the lady, despite his busy daily schedule.

‘Yes, I do. Most days are already booked, but I am willing to make an exception for you. Only, it will have to be late in the evening and at no charge. What subject are you after?’

Bridget was not in the mood to recount her life story. A lot of things went through her mind in a fraction of a second. If he was willing to coach her for free, then the money she had hoped to use for registration in remedial classes could be used to pay for her GCE forms and exams. She was also not naive. She knew the stranger was interested in her. She saw this in his eyes. She admitted to herself that he was not repulsive. She decided to take advantage of the good fortune God was showering on her. 

Ever since Papa died, life had changed for her and her younger siblings. They were all serving as house helpers. Their senior sisters abroad, Alicia and Eunomina, could hardly send enough to Mama to go around all of them. Her step-siblings, who were all significantly older with families of their own, had busy lives to lead. It seemed she thought that they were bothering with their own full cups to notice her and her siblings, who were as good as servants. She was 20 but had not completed her secondary education. She was fortunate to be very brilliant. She had completed her commercial education in catering management and continued her studies independently.

Her junior ones, who were not as outspoken as she was, were completely immersed in the house-help syndrome. Jessie, who was 17 had replaced her at Ibadan with Simon, their most senior step brother; Marbella who was 14 was a house help in Lagos with their second step sister who was married to a business man; Godfrey her only brother, at 11 was also a servant in Igbanke in Edo state with their oldest step sister and the youngest, a girl, Lydia was just 7 and had started primary school. Bridget ran through all these in her mind. As a Christian, she had to be polite to this stranger.

‘My mother may be anxious if I should be staying out late and going to a man’s house for lessons.’

There were two more people ahead of her in line.

‘I really am very grateful. Do you also go to the student’s home?’

‘Well, if that is more convenient for you, I could coach you at home on my way back from work. Are you free to do Fridays, Saturdays and Sundays?’

She couldn’t answer just then, and she had used her hand to signal ‘just a second, please’. Before she could pay for her purchase, Alade had given the cashier the money. This was indeed her lucky day! The Christian Bible says that God is the father of the fatherless. She thanked God in her heart: Thank you, God, for showing me favour.

‘Thanks,’ she told him without mirth. ‘You needn’t have paid for the books, considering the lessons are going to be free. Thanks again. God bless you, Sir.’

‘Please call me Alade, and what's your name?’

‘Bridget.’

‘Oh, nice name. Are you Catholic then?’

‘No. I am Anglican.’

Something about this stranger made her trust his motives and intentions. She felt she was not wrong to trust him. He looked responsible, and he claimed to be a teacher.

At the door, just before they stepped outside, he said, ‘Please let me drop you at your house so that I will know how to locate you in the next three days.’

So, Alade dropped Bridget at First East Circular Road in front of a very modest house. It looked whitewashed, with the number 23 painted in black on the house's front door. There were other houses around, separated either by cement blocks or wooden fences.

On his way back home to his one-room flat, at number 7 Imaguero Road, he wondered how he would be able to find the energy and strength after a hard day’s work to coach Bridget. This was going to be stooping to conquer, he thought. Alade also thought that from Tuesday, that day, Friday now seemed a very long time. He could hardly wait......

When Alade knocked at the door 23 at First East Circular Road on Friday, he assumed that Bridget herself would open the door, and so he kept a very big smile on his face. The door was opened by a very young, pretty girl whom Alade recognised as resembling Bridget, except that this girl was dark-skinned. In the background, a voice spoke in Edo, asking her daughter who the caller was. Alade stated his mission.

Good evening. I am Bridget’s lesson tutor. Is she in?’

The young girl closed the door on him and ran back to tell her mother what she understood. Over the years in her young life, she had gotten accustomed to suitors knocking on their door to seek her older sister’s hand in marriage.

‘Mama,’ she began in Edo. It was the language of the home. ‘There is a man in front of our door who wants to marry Sister B.’

‘Is that so? Call your sister for me.’

She did. Bridget came in and, facing her mother, asked equally back in the vernacular, ‘Mama, did you send for me?’ There was just the faintest hint of impatience both in her tone and voice. Her mother caught it.

‘Sorry o, B. I know you are very busy with your books, but were you expecting anyone today by this time?’

‘Did a male visitor come? Did he say his name?’

‘Mama, you said I should never ask strangers for their names,’ Lydia replied quickly. ‘He is still outside the door.’

‘Mama!’ Bridget called, but in a very low tone bordering on almost a whisper. ‘I thought I had imagined the conversation I had with a male teacher I met at CMS Bookshop, three days ago. He said he would coach me for my GCE exams for free!’ Their mother, who had been busy picking stones and dirt out of a tray of beans, suddenly became interested.

‘B, if you are expecting a visitor, please go and call him in. Lydia, quickly carry this tray to the kitchen and bring a broom.’ Their mother whispered as she hurriedly tidied herself and her surroundings. She wasn’t excited about the possibility of a suitor for Bridget. There was one already: Victor Odiah. From the looks of things, they might get married within the year or the next. What excited her was the possibility of a missionary visitor offering her children scholarships to train abroad. Was that not how Alicia and Eunomina got their calling? It might be the turn of Bridget, Jessie or Marbella.

‘Mama, let Lydia ask the visitor in. I will take the beans to the kitchen.’

With that, she entered a side door adjacent to the living room and disappeared. She wanted Alade to introduce himself and his aim to their mother. Her mother’s sixth sense would tell if the man was genuine or fake. She would wait until she was called in. She took a stool, sat on it, and started to clean the beans of dirt.

Alade waited patiently outside the house. He heard the voices from within, but they were not discernible and were spoken in the vernacular. He had begun to assume that Bridget did not take him seriously and may have asked her little sister not to ask him in. He was reconsidering the idea of knocking on the door again when, to his relief, the little skinny dark girl returned. This time, she opened the door and, in the vernacular, asked him in. He could already see signs of beauty and promise in the lass. A huge black statue of King Akenzua greeted him in the living room, where he saw a very fair-skinned woman seated on a two-seater, whom he assumed to be a mullato.

She was quite beautiful and was an older version of Bridget. She had long, dark, silky hair and dimpled cheeks. Her lower and upper decked rows of white teeth were evenly shaped, and there was a beauty gap in the upper deck only.  She had high cheekbones. Her voice sounded tired; her face looked strained, and there were lines of worry already on her face. He guessed she couldn’t be up to forty-five. Yet, she was careless about her dressing. The buba she wore on her upper body was a different material from the wrapper she tied around her waist.

Her clothing seemed shabby. It was dull, with stains of assorted colours, especially on the cloth she tied around her body, from her waist down. She wore no brassiere, and what, according to Alade’s expert knowledge of women, were once firm, shapely breasts were now unruly, floppy breasts growing wild in careless abandon. In an instant, he had captured the humble abode of his student and possibly his wife-to-be. The living room seemed to serve a multi-purpose function, judging from its crowdedness and its contents: books, clothes, shoes, kitchenware, suitcases, foodstuffs, bedding, towels, and pillows.

‘Good evening,’ the mother greeted. ‘Please, who are you asking for?’

Alade was taken aback with surprise. The cultivated speech did not fit her drab appearance or seemingly low-profile lifestyle.

‘Good evening, Ma,’ Alade greeted, prostrating the way males from his part of the country did. On rising, he said, ‘I am here to coach Bridget in readiness for her GCE exams. We discussed three days ago. I don’t know if she is still interested.’

‘God bless you. Please sit down. Lydia, please call your sister from the kitchen and tell her...’ she paused. ‘Please, what is your name?’

‘I am Alade Adio, Ma,’ he replied, taking his seat on a battered leather chair and wondering if it turned into a bed at night. Lydia had gone off to call her big sister. When Bridget arrived, she showed no sign of recognition or warmth, as expected from a young lady who had recently met a young, cultured-looking man. Alade was to see the reason in a few minutes. She had hardly introduced him, his purpose, and the terms and conditions of the lessons, when Lydia went to answer a knock on the door.

In walked a young man of about twenty-five with a full high afro. He was tall, lanky, and relatively light-skinned, with a great figure that boasted a six-pack, muscled biceps, and a broad chest. He came in with assuredness, confidence and purpose. He greeted everyone warmly, with hugs and kisses on the cheeks for Bridget. Alade was so green with envy that he immediately bore this man, who had done him no harm, a deep grudge and dislike. He noticed things about Bridget he had been unprivileged to observe.

She lit up like Xmas tree lights and wore a romantic look, which made her eyes and smile bewitching. He then noticed clearly her nipples thrusting themselves out beneath her African printed blouse. He saw that she even reached out to hold his hands with long, shapely fingers, and then he saw the unbelievable. He could swear he did not see the engagement ring on her finger! After all the greetings were over, he stood up and asked Bridget where they would have the lesson. She asked if he could pardon her for that Friday only, as she was already scheduled to go out with Victor, her fiancé. 

She said she was happy with the arrangements for Friday, Saturday, and Sunday. Everyone, including her mother and Victor, begged him not to be angry for wasting his time. Alade kept his cool, pretended he was okay, and said he would come the following day, Saturday, by six pm. Bridget’s Mother asked him to join them for lunch by 3 pm the next day, and he agreed, even though he knew she was really trying to be polite and not genuinely inviting him for a meal. Alade left swearing to himself that he would take Bridget from Victor, unless his name were not ‘Lord Alade Imperial’ as he was nicknamed by his paddies, ‘The Three Musketeers’. He is the third.

As Alade got home, his stepbrother, Rufus, came out to welcome him. He was a very hard-working lad, in terms of housework, and very much younger by about fifteen years. He was 16. Rufus noticed instantly that ‘Brother’ was not his usual cheerful self. He decided to be the judge of his brother’s moods. So, he thought within himself that a lady had turned him down.

‘Welcome, Brother,’ he greeted in the vernacular. Yoruba was the language in his house. Rufus then took in the files, the briefcase and his brother’s coat.

‘Hello,’ he greeted without warmth. ‘Where is Alex?’ Alex was his 18-year-old younger brother. Both were his responsibility. His mother was a widow, and he did not want any rascally exuberant youth over-exhausting his beloved mother emotionally. They cleaned, washed, cooked, shopped and ironed his clothes, and he took care of their welfare, including their education. There was no need to ask for Alex. Alex, he knew, made for the kitchen as soon as he heard his car to get the food warmed and set out on a tray with a bottle of beer from the fridge. Rufus promptly relayed this information. The brothers took turns cooking weekly. Next week, it will be Alex’s turn to come out to take in his coat and files. They had both completed their secondary education in Ondo State and had been registered to take the Advanced Level General Certificate of Education.

As Alade swirled the beer down his throat after a good hot meal of Beans, Plantain and Fish, he ruminated on the past events at First East Circular. He needed to upgrade himself. He was sure that Victor, who did not even give him a second glance, must have seen a tired-looking ‘school teacher’ whom he probably added ten years more to his age! He realised that he had to step up with his dressing. He did not know what to do about the slight bulge in his tummy and the lack of a six-pack and muscled biceps. He knew he had a competition with Victor for Bridget. He would step up in his dressing, buy some perfume and dazzle the family with gifts until they saw Victor as a hindrance and nuisance.

Before he went to bed, he called Alex and, after praising his cooking, asked him what perfume he could buy and where to get it. Even though they were full blooded brothers, Alex gave his brother the respect he would give a father. Their brother could be very harsh and flogged them whenever he was displeased with them. However, he was inwardly pleased to be sought for advice about perfume. It meant that his brother respected his opinion when it came to looking and smelling good. Alex, like his big brother but unlike Rufus, had a soft spot for women.

‘My brother, they have some good perfumes in Leventis, like ‘Wonders’. A friend of mine bought one at Leventis, the one near Adonis Stores at Emotan Square.’ His big brother thanked him and went to bed, leaving him and Rufus to clean up and lock up all necessary windows and doors before going to bed. Then they would sleep in the ‘parlour’.

The following Saturday morning, Alade bought some GCE Ordinary Level past question papers in the subjects he had seen Bridget purchase: History, BK, English, Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar and Latin. He also bought fruits, a large tin of Milo, a large tin of Peak powdered milk, and two bottles of Ribena from the Leventis Shop. He knew that Benin women could not be different from other women in general. All women loved attention and receiving gifts, and gradually grew tender towards people who showered them with affection. This was his speciality. Still, Victor, who was a fellow Benin man, was younger than himself and obviously more attractive. All the same, he would stoop to any length and depth to conquer......

In a different part of Benin, at number 17 First East Circular Road, events had run very differently in the home of Victor Odiah. He, too, was going through the events at Bridget’s house with scrutiny. A colleague of his at the mechanic workshop, where he worked on Igiefa Street, had mentioned to him that his girlfriend was seen making off with a stranger in an Opel Capitan car, OOA 716, after visiting the CMS Book Shop. He thanked the mate who had told him and said he would investigate. It was surely some family member or neighbour she knew who helped her out with a lift. However, as he left work later that evening, around 7 pm, he remembered it was at the same CMS Book Shop that he had met Bridget.

He did not read books and had no love or time for books. That day, about two years ago, he popped in to buy aspirin. He noticed that the very beautiful girl in front of him in the queue was also paying for a packet of aspirin like him. He promptly told the cashier to return her money and then paid for the two packets of aspirin. She had thanked him, and he had enjoyed having her attention, even if for as brief a time as those seconds. As if that were not enough of a coincidence, they found themselves boarding the same bus and heading to the same area. A casual relationship that had deepened over the two years had blossomed owing to their proximity. Like her, he was battling with life as best as he could with no support of parents, family or friends.

He, too, had dropped out of secondary school to work as a houseboy, and with the income saved, he joined a mechanic's workshop to learn the trade. He, too, had no father, and he was the only son of his mother, who plaited hair for women at the Oba’s Market. She sold puffpuff, a delicious snack, from a basin beside where she sat plaiting hair. He still lived with his mother in a one-room apartment. He hoped to move out with his mother someday to a better house when he eventually owned his own mechanic workshop. Bridget was a very decent girl, and he had never known her to stray from character. He trusted her, but he was curious to know who the stranger was.

As soon as Victor had reached home, he had a meal, bathed, changed into fresh clothing and strolled over to Bridget’s house a few doors away.  He knew she wasn’t expecting him then, as she would be at home studying. This was something he often thought about. Bridget was very ambitious. She wasn’t like many girls who, after their standard six, looked for jobs or got married. Only very, very few ever thought of furthering their education after their standard 6, as that was the norm. Some others had to get married due to family responsibilities or financial commitments. Many other girls did not attend school at all or progress beyond standard six, as they were content to learn sewing, business, or catering. He wondered why she sought to continue her studies with such desperation, a pursuit too difficult for him to comprehend, despite the financial difficulties her family faced.

He felt slightly threatened by Alade, not in the sense that she would be unfaithful, but in the fact that, like it or not, it was a relationship that was being sown.  Who knew what it might grow into in the near future? He saw that Alade was short, looked to be in his thirties, had a slight, bulging stomach, and wore old-fashioned clothing. Yet, he exuded a kind of confidence, maturity, and security that threatened him, even though he was a lady’s ideal man in the looks department.

He was glad, though, that Bridget had taken him by surprise when she mentioned that they had a date. They had merely strolled to his house, but she hadn’t come inside and went back to resume her studies. She had simply wanted to explain the tuition deal to him. So, she was really going to do the GCE exams! She hoped to pursue a career in teaching at the Abudu Teacher Training College, and as she had said over and over repeatedly, that she was her family’s saviour.

He wondered what kind of marriage they would have since they didn’t have much in common, education-wise. He could hardly sleep, turning all these thoughts over in his mind. He felt he wasn’t cut out for education, but would he make her happy and proud when he himself was educationally beneath her? He had tried to persuade her to go into sewing, catering or trading, and she had refused. Would she listen to him and give him his respect when she became his wife and was fully educated? At least, he was sure of her love. He could feel the chemistry between them even though their intimacy had a boundary. Like every well-brought-up Christian, they could only submit to complete intimacy as soon as they were married. His mother’s knocking interrupted his thoughts, and she came in within seconds of her knocking.

‘Osaze,’ she began, addressing him in his native name and speaking in the Edo language as was customary between them.

‘You hardly ate with relish, and your mind was far away. What is it?’

‘It is Bridget, Mama. She is so serious about her education that she now has a lesson teacher! The money that she should be saving towards our wedding is being spent on buying books and paying exam fees. When I give her my advice on what she should do or how we should plan for our future, she does not heed me and gives the excuse that she is her family’s saviour. Now, this teacher is going to be coming to her house to teach her.’ She was seated on his bed where he lay flat, looking towards their unpainted ceiling. She seemed very worried.

‘Do you want me to speak to her mother? I can see her in the market tomorrow. I don’t want you to be unhappy. You have suffered enough since your papa died. Unhappiness and worry are slow poisons and silent killers. That is what killed Ogie, your father. Please, my son, you are all I have. Don’t worry about Bridget. If she is to be yours, God will make her your wife. I can still talk to her mother tomorrow if you like.’

‘No, Mama. Bridget is so strong-willed that even her Mother can’t do anything about it. You recall how much her mother pleaded with her to return to Ibadan with her brother? It didn’t work. Let us continue to pray harder. God will help me.’

With that, his dear mother left. At least, this was what he and Bridget had in common. They both loved their mothers and considered themselves saviours. He would trust God, continue working hard and remain faithful. When his mother left, he prayed, 'God, let Your will be done in my life.' He finally fell asleep around 11 pm.

That Saturday, Alade was to have lunch with Bridget, and her family had long since gone, as had many other such weekends. The family was spoiled with Alade’s generosity.  He particularly pampered Iye Comfo with food and financial provisions. He treated her exactly as he did his mother. They were both young widows, although his mother was older. Alade knew how he felt towards people who were especially kind to his mother. Thus, Bridget became fond of Alade for being a co-saviour to her mother and family. Her mother started gaining weight and expanded her business. She sold greater quantities of vegetables, tomatoes, and onions, and also ventured into the plantain business. Jessie, Godfrey, and Marbella were rescued from being house helpers and resumed their schooling after returning to live with their mother and sisters. Alade also helped with their financial needs. Still, Bridget kept to Victor.

When Alade started teaching her, Bridget realised how talented and brilliant he was. Challenging subjects became so easy to understand that she wondered! In August 1956, Bridget received her GCE results for five subjects, and she had passed all of them. The family was overjoyed. It was assumed that Bridget had achieved her ultimate dreams. Alade visited the following day, in the early afternoon.  He knew that Victor would be at work and her younger siblings would be at the market helping their mother with her business. It was the August holiday season. Alade had never come during the weekdays or at that time of day. He had studied the family setting and routine so well that he knew what to expect when he visited. He had developed a special way of knocking on the door, and he was not surprised that it was Bridget who opened the door. It was Bridget who was surprised.

Seeing Alade standing there at the door created precisely the same effect that the forbidden fruit had on Adam and Eve in the Christian Creation Story. Not only were her eyes unveiled, but her heart was now open. She did not just see a kind Christian man who was taking pity on a widow and her children. Suddenly, to her, she saw that Alade was tall, attractive, handsome, desirable and adorable and not just her tutor! 

With all the joy and gratitude from her GCE results and relief from hard studying and lessons, she drew him in and flew into his arms.   Alade, too, lost his reserve and temporarily forgot his resolve never to get intimate with her or to let his secret intentions be revealed to her. She was crying and returning his kisses with mounting desire, and then she broke off. She was dressed in a simple pink, floral frock. He recognised it as one of the ones he had bought for her in July, and he was overjoyed. It meant a lot to him.

‘Please forgive me,’ she cried. ‘I am not a bad girl. Please forget what happened. I am so sorry and ashamed of myself. I am delighted with the results. Thank you so much for all your support. God will reward and bless you abundantly.’ 

Alade was still giddy and dazed by what had just transpired between them. He had held her, felt her and tasted her soft lips. She was soft, warm, smelled sweet and even now, he could imagine her hardening nipples and smell her scent. He tried hard not to go further on those thoughts. He had lost his tongue as he tried to cool down and regain some of his lost dignity. She was just 2 years older than his kid brother, Alex. Sometimes he completely forgot because of the way she carried herself, comported herself, and her firm will, which was quite unusual in a lady her age. At last, he was able to speak.

‘Amen to your prayers, and Bridget, please don’t talk like that! I could never think badly of you! I admire your strength, determination and zeal to succeed. It has been my pleasure. You are an inspiration. We could go and have lunch to celebrate your success, just for about 50 minutes, and I will bring you back.’

She agreed, and the meal was a success. Alade remembered how horrified and panic-stricken he had felt when he asked her about her plans as they relaxed after their meal.

‘Now that you have your GCE, what do you plan to do?’

‘My fiancé has been urging that we settle down. I plan to be an elementary tutor after our marriage later this year.’

Bridget would never know how many heartbeats he had missed, and was close to a heart attack. He was very sure Bridget loved him, but was not in love with him. Mustering great control over his shocked feelings, he concealed as best as he could the disappointment and the intense pain he felt.

‘What of A-Levels? It is just three subjects, and I am happy to coach you. By November, you would have gotten your results and can study to be a lawyer, a nurse or a teacher in England.’

‘In England? How is that possible? What of Victor? What of my family? You know, I am my mother’s only hope.’

‘That is why you should get a full education, which will enable you to get a very good job. Then you can build a better house for your mother and help your siblings. Bridget, I know you're aware that I care deeply for you. I will help you achieve your heart’s desires.’

‘Alade Adio! How can I ever repay you for all that you have done and still want to do in my life?’ 

‘Easy. Don’t get married yet. Allow me to coach you for the A’ Levels, and then I will sponsor you to study in England.’

‘One step at a time, Alade.’

She had said this in a whisper, and they had kept their eyes briefly on each other. Alade saw a glimpse into her soul and was convinced she had feelings for him, which she was suppressing very successfully. During the drive back to First East Circular, Alade advised Bridget to study History, Bible Knowledge and English as opposed to Government, Latin and Literature for her A’ Levels. 

It hadn’t been his intention to go into the house when he dropped her, but he had a sudden, genuine urge to relieve himself. After this, he had embraced her as a farewell gesture, and this time, it was he who tried to be intimate. She gave him a hard slap that shocked him worse than electricity, and then reprimanded him.

‘Let me remind you that I am not a bad girl!  If all the help and support you are doing is an attempt to break me away from my fiancé, you should stop because I am an honest and sincere Christian.  I know that you yourself would not like any lady to treat you that way!’ 

‘Please pardon me, Bridget! I am not a bad man. I, too, am sorry and ashamed of myself. I do not know what came over me. Please. Forget what just happened. We start our lessons this Sunday and by God’s grace, every evening. But I will branch out at the book shop now on my way home and get your books to you tomorrow. Goodbye and God bless you.’ He hurried out, feeling terribly ashamed of himself. The slap left prickling effects on his skin.

She merely nodded her head and closed the door after him.

When Alade had come the following day, he had yet surprised her. Not only had he purchased the necessary books, past question papers with their answer samples, but he had also acquired the registration forms for the GCE Advanced Level. So confident was he in her ability as a pupil and his own ability as a tutor. Her mother and siblings were overjoyed and proud. Iye Comfo had even remarked that Pa Elisha, her late husband, would be feeling proud as he looked down at the accomplishments of his beloved daughter.

Bridget had been Papa’s favourite when he was alive. She was like the male son he had secretly long desired before Godfrey, dark-skinned and a striking image of their father, was born almost nine years later. Jessie and Marbella were very fair-skinned as well, but Alade thought they were not as beautiful as Bridget. Marbella was the one who took the mullato look of their mother. Her eyes had an unusual colour alien to Africans. As they were all so used to him, they threw themselves at him to greet him, giving him the feel of the different textures of their maturing bodies. He then remembered witnessing how Victor enjoyed the privilege of hugging and fondly embracing Lydia and Iye Comfo. Alade graduated to that status that day. Alade remembered how, before he left the family that day, he had predicted Bridget’s A-level results. Bridget kept the expected grades in her heart.

That Saturday morning, after Alade had dropped Bridget’s books, he drove to Igbara Oke, in Ondo State, to see his mother. He was long overdue. It had been a habit to visit his mother fortnightly, but since he became Bridget’s tutor, he had not found the time, and so he sent Alex and Rufus on rotation to visit every other Saturday on a day’s visit to make up for his absence. Each trip, his brothers visited, and she received cash, foodstuffs such as bread, milk, Milo beverage, corned beef, sardines, keysoap, toilet paper, Lux bathing soap, and Irohin, a newspaper written in the Yoruba Language. As always, when he travelled home, his mother was overjoyed to see him.

She would burst into a chant of praise that expressed all her love, adoration, and honour for her son. Then she and any close relatives around would go to the kitchen to start preparing his favourite meal of pounded yams and vegetable soup with lots of bush meat. She had been married at twelve. She had borne twelve live children, and as she would say, ‘three decided to pity her: Alade being the first, called two others.’ This had ended her misery of losing children who had died after the age of two or as soon as they entered the world. She had been 20 years old when he was born. She had loved him so much and had continued to do so. Ten years later, his sister, Comfort, was born, and three years after that, Alex emerged. After his birth, it seemed her womb was tired. Her husband, Jonathan, had gotten a concubine two years later to give him another son, Rufus.

‘Mama, I need you to pray hard for me. I want to marry a lady called Bridget.’

He said this with a locally made tooth pick in his mouth. He had just had lunch and was resting on a chair in his mother’s room. Her room was neat, showing how organised she was. He instinctively realised that he had inherited that aspect from her. Her appearance and dressing also showed some careful thought. She was neat, and her scarf always seemed to fit the colour of the cloth she tied around her lower body.

‘Of course, my child, I will. What of the mothers of your little boys? Will they never visit their sons or come and make trouble with you and this new wife you will marry one day?’

‘Ah, I’ve told you before.  You know that Susanna and Mary’s parents didn’t want their daughters marrying the Yoruba man who had behaved irresponsibly with their daughter.’

‘Really, my son? Is that the truth? Why not persuade Laolu’s mother to settle with you? He is only four months old.’ 

Alade was getting exasperated. Was his mother having problems with her memory?

‘I don’t see my future with her, Mama. Have you forgotten that I told you that Laolu’s mother did not want me as her husband? Remember?’

Before his mother could answer him, he added: ‘She is older than me. She is just happy for me to support Laolu. As for Mary, you remember her mother gave us Seun and forbade me from ever stepping into their home! Mama, as soon as I marry Bridget, I will take Seun and Laolu off you. You have really tried for me these past seven years.’

‘Ah, Alade! I remember. I also told you then that once you get settled with your work and have money, you should look for Mary. Even if she is not there, give her mother something that will make her smile and bring you blessings. Please, my son. This is not a light matter.’

‘Okay, Mama. I hear you. I will visit Mary’s home on my way back home.’

Mama Ladi thanked God in her heart. What a dutiful, obedient and loyal son. She broke out in praise and prayer that God would give him children who would be loyal, obedient, respectful, and loving to him as he was to her. Then she returned to a more pressing matter.

‘So, what will you tell Bridget? You must tell her before you get married. Which town is she from?’

‘Benin, but she understands Yoruba. She is extremely beautiful, like my son’s mothers, and clever. Also, Mama, I love ambitious women. I know you will love her, too, when you see her. She is right for my status. That is why I want you to pray that she will accept me.’

‘Oladipo?’ she called while touching the blade of her left ear.

‘My mother.’

‘Oladipo?’

My mother.’

‘Oladipo?’

‘My mother.’

‘How many times did I call you?’ 

‘Three, my mother.’

Alade knew what was coming next. She did this and used his middle name whenever she wanted his full attention over an issue she considered weighty. 

‘Good. Listen well, my son. I have told you to stop complicating your life. I don’t want to hear another story or another child brought to me! You have three sons from three different women from Bendel! I am here for my grandsons. I am now their own mother till you get a wife. Why don’t you marry a Yoruba woman? Or if you must marry Bridget, let her know that you already have three sons!’ 

Alade maintained a pensive silence, giving the impression that he was reconsidering, while he studied his mother as he often did. He got all his looks from her. It was like looking at his reflection in a mirror: the light chocolate complexion, the round face, the large, expressive, protruding eyes, and the short height. She was called ‘Mama Ladi’, which meant ‘Ladi’s mother’; his full middle name was Oladipo. He noted the similarities instantly between Bridget’s mother and his mother. To keep his mother’s mind at rest, he had said he would rethink and not let her down. After a few more chats, his mother informed him that his married sister, Comfort, had given birth, and she would be going to Ibadan to help her care for her newborn daughter. Her first child, John, was still a two-year-old toddler, so she might be there for about six weeks or more, helping out. After jubilations over the good news and ensuring that she did not lack anything, he embraced his mother, who, in turn, hugged him, sang to him, and prayed for him. He gave his mother some money for Comfort, his sister, and said he would visit later, too. He got back to Benin two hours later, after dropping some cash and provisions for Mary’s mother.

Alade arrived home to find Susanna and their seven-year-old son, Tunji, whom she had given birth to. She turned up now and then as if their son was bait!  He felt angry. He had told her repeatedly that he was happy to take up the child from her and look after him properly, but she was stubborn. She argued that no other woman could love her own son or look after him better than she would. So, she did not allow Mama Ladi to look after him in Igbara Oke. She was happy to come to him from time to time to collect money. Later, after he had settled down from his travel, he spoke to her pleadingly as usual and then started to warn her.

‘Susanna,’ he warned, ‘if you continue being stubborn, I will change my house address, then you won’t see me again. Please, I beg you in God’s name. Leave my son for me, and he will be very comfortable.’

Susanna stood there quietly nodding her head in disagreement.

‘What more do you want from me since you are now married to Ifode?  He is not willing to father my son, so give him to me! If you continue to keep him with your own mother, he will suffer in the long run because I will no longer pay for his upkeep, and your husband is not going to either.’

They fought each other verbally, and Susanna and little Tunji left his house, both crying. Alade was so touched and moved to tears by his little boy's cry, but he hoped that Susanna would finally succumb and bring their son to him, just as Mary and Janet had brought theirs. Susanna never did until circumstances forced Alade to take his son from her six years later.

1956 came to a close, bringing both happy and unpleasant events. Bridget attended her GCE A-level lessons, but Alade felt that she would achieve the predicted grades if she sat for the exams in January 1957, rather than in November as Bridget had initially wanted. Surprisingly, Bridget had believed her tutor’s wisdom. However, he gave her a mock exam in November, and she had made a D in English and Bible Knowledge and a C in History. Bridget was very upset and felt sorrowful, but Alade was confident that she would do much better by January.

Jessie was offered a scholarship to train as a nurse in England, and she travelled in December that year. There were two new grandchildren that year. Eunomina had a son, and Alicia had a daughter in England. Photographs were posted to Iye Comfo, and she was so overjoyed. She now had eight grandchildren! Three from Comfort, three from Alicia, and two from Eunomina. There was also news that a young Yoruba man in England, who was a lawyer, was asking for Jessie’s hand!

On 31st December, 1956, Alade took Bridget out for a treat at 1 pm. He took her to Odeon Cinema. Alade believed that a subtle turn in their relationship that day was to his advantage.

‘Why are we not having lessons this Saturday?’ she had asked, feeling a bit apprehensive. She had caught him on more than two occasions in the last two weeks, baring his heart to her. She realised without a doubt how he felt about her deep in his heart. Still, she followed him to his car. Who knew what surprise awaited her there?

‘We are going to watch ‘Oklahoma’ at the cinema near the Plaza. Been there before?’

‘Odeon Cinema! Of course, I have gone many times with Victor.’

He fell silent, and an unpleasant unease grew between them as they entered his car and he started driving, still in silence. There weren't many cars on the road, and the heat was simmering down a little. Hawkers and traders at their kiosks were alert and busy waiting for a hold-up to snatch a business opportunity.

‘Alade, let me ask you this question, please. What's your problem with my fiancé? Is there something he might have done to you that I don’t know about? Please tell me.’

‘What do you think?’

‘I don’t know, but whatever it is, he is innocent.’

Alade made no comment, and Bridget asked him a question which made him blush, but he handled the situation with wisdom.

‘Alade, are you jealous of Victor for any reason?’

‘No, Bridget. I admire him only for his tenacity at his job. He reminds me of myself at his age, but unlike me, he has taken a harder route. I believe in a solid education that enables people to reach their full potential and achieve their dreams. My grudge against Victor is that he is not keen on education. That’s all. It hurts to think that you, too, like him, might actually throw away a very bright future to settle for mediocrity when I know you are much more capable.’

It was Bridget’s turn to be silent. Then, speaking up, she said, ‘So your grudge against Victor is because he is not keen on education. Why should that bother you in any way? It is his choice! You amaze me. You are sure that is the only reason?’

‘Okay, Bridget, I haven’t given you a reason from the Christian point of view, what I hold against your fiancé. Do you remember that the bible says somewhere in the gospels that we should not be ‘unequally yoked’? Tell me how you can achieve your dreams to become a graduate if you are unequally yoked to a man like Victor?’

‘You really believe I could achieve a degree?’ Bridget asked, deliberately leaving the issue of her ‘unequally yoked’ fiancé.

‘Yes, Bridget. Of course! I believe the sky is your limit. You are very capable and you don’t seem to realise this.’ She became silent and pensive, and he said no more words.

He arrived at the Plaza just before Uselu Road and parked his car, but did not get out. Instead, he surprised Bridget by telling her it was his birthday and that he wanted to celebrate it with her.

They had enjoyed the film, but what each had enjoyed most was the companionship they shared afterwards, before finally parting by 5 pm. They were so relaxed and had fun discussing their lives, siblings, family background, his job and the film. As Bridget reflected on the events of that day, later at night on her bed, she realised that Alade, like Victor, too, had no father. He was his mother’s only hope and had educated himself. Alade’s brain had carried him, and he had educated himself and, at some point in his life, his siblings. He had been offered scholarships at Christ’s Secondary School, Ado–Ekiti, till degree level.

What touched her most, though she hadn’t let him know, was the fact that he had taught himself music! She loved music. Indeed, they had surprisingly learnt a lot about each other that had amazed them. So, Alade was not a teacher but a District Officer! A highly distinguished paid job that expatriates from England primarily occupied! He was 31 years old that day. He spoke of his very humble beginnings as the son of a poor bicycle repairer and how he, too, had suffered after the loss of his father at the age of fourteen. He had to become the head of the family and assume his father’s responsibilities, including caring for his mother and younger siblings. She couldn’t afford to show any change in her feelings towards him, or he might erroneously think she was showing more interest because she now knew his real status.

She was determined to be more guarded in her feelings towards him. However, his life story had greatly inspired her: Alade had been a houseboy, a drummer boy, a hawker, an errand boy delivering messages from Igbara Oke, his village, to neighbouring villages, a village letter reader, and a village pupil tutor — all to reach his goal! Now, he was well-educated, had built his mother a better house, and had educated his siblings.

All he sought was a wife. He wanted her. She knew that. She also knew deep in her heart that Alade would be a much better choice for her than Victor, but she was already engaged. God forbid that people spoke badly of her behind her back, as that woman who broke her engagement with a fellow Benin man to marry a Yoruba man. Because of his money! God forbid!! She was not callous. Pity she had met Victor first. She would settle with Victor and, like Alade had done, work very hard in every way she knew to support her ambition and her family.

Before she finally slept, she reminisced again about those ideas they shared about each other that had made her laugh. The one that made her laugh then and now, on her bed, was the experience he shared about being a drummer boy. He was only about eight, and it was the Christmas season when he and the rest of the drumming team had gone into a compound. It was obviously the compound of a rich man, as they expected rich people to be generous. Alade and his team were busy beating their gangan, a local drum, as
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