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SYNOPSIS

	Mr. Aguda's patriotism came at a steep cost. Not only was he unceremoniously sacked, but the corrupt group he defied launched full-blown, vindictive attacks against him. These attacks unexpectedly thrust his once-happy family into an unexpected saga of events.

	As a result, his family fell apart, with each member becoming self-centered, morally bankrupt, and even despotic in their actions, ultimately leading to personal decisions that would bring their private troubles into the national spotlight. Surprisingly, this very public exposure became a turning point, transforming their story into that of courage and moral strength.

	Inspired by the clamor and hope for positive change, this story looks back at events from the 80s and 90s, leading us to the present day through a series of flashbacks.

	 

	 

	 

	



	


Chapters of Life

	 

	In the embrace of dawn, where dreams once spun

	A family stood, their lives as one.

	Their days were bright, their hearts alight, 

	But shadows crept in the dead of night.

	 

	In a land where hope should blossom fair,

	Corruption's grip laid their spirits bare.

	A system flawed, so deeply steeped,

	In lies and greed, where darkness seeped.

	 

	The father’s pride, once fierce and grand,

	Eroded by an unseen hand.

	A mother’s love, a beacon's glow,

	Dulled by the weight of hidden woe.

	 

	Children, once with eyes so bright,

	Lost in the maze of wrong and right.

	Their laughter stilled, their innocence torn,

	By the world they met, cruel and worn.

	 

	Riches faded, status lost,

	A heavy toll at too great a cost.

	Morals crumbled, truths denied,

	In the wake of a nation's pride.

	 

	Yet in the silence, whispers of might,

	The spirit to rise, to rekindle light.

	For every chapter, dark and deep,

	Awakens strength from a restless sleep.

	 

	The tale of life, in pages turned,

	Through fire and loss, wisdom is earned.

	Though now they falter, hearts do strive,

	For within their essence, hope’s alive.

	 

	So, they journey on, through the night,

	Seeking dawn’s first tender light.

	In the ruins, they plant anew,

	A dream reborn, resilient, and true.

	 

	A new chapter came, etched in pain,

	Tell of loss, yet speak of gain.

	For in each fall, a chance to rise,

	And glimpse tomorrow through clearer eyes.

	 

	Written by Abraham Olatunji Oyedele.

	 

	 

	




PROLOGUE

	The Aguda's expansive home was alive with celebration. Friends, family, and professional colleagues, especially those he had mentored had gathered in the elegantly furnished living room and the beautifully landscaped garden of the retired civil servant and statesman. Limited-edition family photo collections adorned the walls alongside exquisite artworks and artifacts, reflecting a life well-lived. By all standards, Olu Aguda deserved every bit of the excitement.

	To him, hosting his longtime friend who was recently appointed to head the country's delegation to Europe on an artifacts repatriation mission, added immense value to the special gathering. 

	The reunion marked the first time Olu and Sola Aguda had gathered with all their children and grandchildren in a long time, sharing success stories. As each guest arrived, they brought gifts and bottles of wine, among other offerings, to contribute to the festive atmosphere. 

	Olu's longtime friend, Minister John Bitrus, sat with him in the garden, appreciating how far they’d come and how the country was evolving positively, exceeding expectations and realizing the visions they had championed.

	The two took a moment to discuss the upcoming mission over glasses of wine and Olu Aguda proudly shared the recent achievements of his children with his friend.

	"A whole tour of Europe!" Olu chuckled. "When will all this exciting junket be, my most pressured Minister?"

	"Don’t know yet," John replied. "Everything solely lies on the FG’s position on the recommendation of the DG, National Commission for Museums and Monuments. We're set to leave by December."

	"Better be fully kitted. It’s their freezing time," remarked Olu.

	"Why do I keep thinking it was strategic? But who cares though? I'm not just bringing a warm coat;  I have some homegrown African Remedies on standby. You know the alligator pepper treatment now," John quipped.

	Their conversation shifted to the recent announcement of artefact repatriation and the positive turn of events in Nigeria. The country had long been plagued by endemic corruption, which had nearly crippled its endowments. However, recent developments had brought relief, thanks to the heroism and dedication of individuals who provided solutions to the rampant plundering and knee-jerk reactions that had once shrouded the nation in darkness.

	Olu Aguda and John Bitrus shared a vision of a better Nigeria. Their partnership began with a shared resolve to tackle the pervasive corruption in the nation. Determined to restore hope to a disillusioned populace, they embarked on a nationwide campaign that would eventually change the course of the country’s history. 

	Their initiative, "Transcend and Reinvent," was more than just a slogan; it was a call to action. Aguda and Bitrus crisscrossed Nigeria, from the bustling metropolises to the most remote villages, engaging with citizens, community leaders, and the youth. Their message was clear: a corruption-free Nigeria was not just a dream but an achievable reality. This resonated deeply with Nigerians who had grown weary of the deceit and manipulation of the ruling elite.

	As the movement gained momentum, it began to awaken the long-dormant spirit of patriotism among Nigerians. Citizens who had become apathetic or cynical due to years of systemic corruption found new hope in the possibility of change. Retired patriots, both within Nigeria and abroad, were drawn to the cause, bringing with them a wealth of experience and a renewed sense of purpose. The initiative soon became a powerful force, uniting people across social and economic divides. 

	What began as a grassroots effort blossomed into a national movement that caught the attention of the international community. Olu and Bitrus were hailed as pioneers, their unwavering commitment to integrity and justice catapulting them onto the global spotlight.

	Their efforts caught the attention of the Nigerian government, which considered them for the prestigious Officer of the Order of the Niger (OON) award. But more than any award, their true legacy was the example they set for a nation in desperate need of ethical leadership. They stood as living proof that integrity and justice could triumph over corruption. 

	Despite the overwhelming odds, they maintained their moral compass, disproving the widely held belief encapsulated in Jason’s Law of Corruption, which states: 

	"The decibel of an average Nigerian's public outcry is directly proportional to his distance from the opportunity to do exactly what he condemns." 

	In essence, the common belief was that corruption was so endemic that anyone complaining loudly about it could be silenced if given the chance to partake in it. Jason’s Law further posits: 

	"The difference between many a vociferous, sanctimonious, and pontificating Nigerian and the villainous, itchy-fingered kleptomaniac is probably the absence of the opportunity to steal."

	When Pini Jason Onyegbado, the celebrated Nigerian columnist, propounded this famous "Hypothesis of Corruption" on June 13, 1988, he never imagined that individuals like Olu and Bitrus could exist as exceptions. 

	The general conclusion was:

	"In all probability, should the opportunity occur, yesterday's moral crusader is more likely to crumble and disappear under the weight of corruption."

	As Nigeria struggled to contain escalating corruption and the plundering of public funds, Olu and Bitrus emerged as beacons of hope. The country's legal and fiscal systems were in shambles, with funds vanishing without a trace and justice seemingly elusive. However, the emergence of leaders like Olu and Bitrus and their steadfast commitment to promoting accountability ushered in a new era of transparency and justice. Through their work, they demonstrated that true leadership involves resisting the temptation of ill-gotten wealth and that with dedication, even the most entrenched systems of corruption can experience radical reforms.

	Today, Olu Aguda and John Bitrus are celebrated not just for their past achievements but for their ongoing contributions to Nigeria. While Olu tactfully declined offers to return to public service, John Bitrus, however, chose a different path after personal tragedy struck. Following the death of his beloved wife, Bitrus found himself adrift in a suddenly empty house. With his children established in their own careers across Nigeria and abroad, the invitation to return to public service arrived at precisely the right moment. For Bitrus, the opportunity represented not just a chance to serve his nation once more but also a lifeline during his darkest hours of grief.

	The two statesmen have become fixtures at universities and leadership forums across West Africa, where their hard-earned wisdom resonates deeply with young audiences hungry for authentic leadership. Olu Aguda and John Bitrus have become icons, their lives, powerful narratives of personal triumph and national inspiration.

	Before their recall, Nigeria was plagued by rampant corruption. Tracing missing national funds was like searching for a needle in a constantly shifting haystack.

	The situation was absurd, with corruption cases often involving bizarre excuses and dramatic performances: Witnesses would faint or claim sudden illnesses to avoid testifying, while defendants would pretend to be sick to avoid accountability. Court summons were ignored, and justice seemed elusive.

	As a result, the plundering continued unchecked. Negotiations for plea bargains became farcical power struggles, with accused individuals using tactics like switching political parties or taking the fall for their superiors to avoid punishment.

	Nigeria's performance was a stark contrast to that of the Asian Tigers, countries that had been on par with Nigeria in the 1970s but were now far ahead in development and income.

	The unwavering commitment of both men to integrity and justice paved the way for a new era of transparency and accountability in Nigeria. Alongside a few others who remained dedicated to total reforms, they showed that true leadership transcends the lure of ill-gotten wealth. Their relentless pursuit of justice led to significant changes, making patriotism more encouraging and the legal system more just.

	 The gesture to have both men recalled from retirement and generously compensated     marked a significant departure from the usual handshakes that typified the end of public service careers in the corrupt era. Their legacy continues to inspire, serving as a reminder that the fight against corruption, though challenging, is a fight worth pursuing. Their lives and mannerisms demonstrate that with unwavering commitment and ethical leadership, it is possible to overcome even the most entrenched systems of putrescence.

	As the evening celebration progressed, guests and their several mentees mingled and enjoyed the festivities. Olu's son, Supo, and his family had flown in all the way from Canada, adding to the evening’s joy. 

	In the midst of the celebration, the facial expression of the Aguda’s only daughter, Sayo, suddenly transformed from joy to alarm. Her phone had buzzed with a message from her daughter and it was about her son, Joe. Clutching her phone, Sayo muttered a quick apology to those nearby and rushed toward the exit. The room fell silent as she hurried out the door, leaving the other guests exchanging concerned glances.

	 

	***

	Sayo hesitated at the threshold before stepping into the corridor. Before her stretched a dismal scene—a dimly lit room shrouded in a haze of smoke that clung to the air. The stench of stale cigarettes mingled with human sweat, creating a pungent odor that made her wrinkle her nose in disgust.

	As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, eerie shadows danced across water-stained walls, barely illuminating the figures scattered throughout the space. Young boys and girls—some huddled together in small groups, others slumped alone in corners—populated this den of despair. Sayo's heart constricted as the full grotesque tableau came into focus: addicts in various states of consciousness, frantically sniffing, mixing, and consuming an assortment of drugs and substances. The floor was littered with empty bottles, tinctures, and crude drug paraphernalia. Each face she observed told a story of a young life spiraling into an abyss.

	In one corner, a cluster of addicts sat in a stupor, their glassy eyes staring vacantly into nothingness. Some scooped an unidentifiable substance with pieces of crusty bread, mumbling incoherent words before consuming it. The mechanical whir of a blender cut through the haze as someone pulverized what appeared to be brittle, exhumed bones, mixing the powder with meth and other chemicals to create a potent inhalant. This industrial sound competed with the ambient murmur of slurred conversations and occasional bursts of unhinged laughter.

	Several addicts lay semi-nude and unconscious, their bodies sprawled across filthy mattresses and threadbare couches. Others moved in erratic patterns, dancing to music only they could hear, their movements jerky and uncoordinated. 

	The relative quiet shattered with a thunderous bang as Sayo kicked the door fully open. Her eyes narrowed as she surveyed the room before pulling out a flashlight. She switched it on, the harsh beam cutting through the darkness and causing a ripple of panic among the addicts.

	"And who the fuck is that fool?" Joe, her son, blurted out in anger. His expression shifted from irritation to recognition as he realized the intruder was his mother.

	Sayo's revulsion intensified as she took in Joe's dehumanized state. She responded, her voice trembling with a mixture of disappointment and maternal concern.

	"Oh Joe, thank God you spoke. It's me, your mother."

	The other addicts erupted in laughter, finding perverse amusement in the mother-son confrontation unfolding before them. Sayo's flashlight beam settled on Joe's face, illuminating his smeared features—his expression a volatile mixture of adrenaline and the shock of his mother's unexpected intrusion.

	Joe's distress stemmed not only from the shame of being discovered but also from the terrible timing. Her arrival had interrupted the completion of the feces ritual, the final act that supposedly would launch him into extraordinary wealth. Initially, he had recoiled at the mere description of the ritual, which required consuming human waste without any dilution. But testimonies from young men now living extravagant lives had gradually eroded his resistance.

	Despite his initial disgust, the allure of instant wealth proved irresistible. Ponkreyon, a potent chemical concoction mixed with Sobotone, allegedly transformed the horrific experience into something tolerable, creating a hallucinatory state where the feces tasted like spiced porridge. This promise had proven accurate for Joe and his fellow initiates, who now believed themselves to be on a journey toward unimaginable fortune, having already completed numerous other prescribed rituals before this final ceremony.

	Joe reflected on his predicament, his mouth still smeared with filth, aware that three crucial steps remained in the process. His mother's presence—this "Jezebel" as he now viewed her had thrown his plans into the gutter. He steeled himself, determined to act quickly to salvage what remained of the ritual and avoid the humiliation of failure. Her interruption forced him to momentarily confront the depths of his degradation, a reality he had been desperately attempting to escape.

	In this nightmarish setting, Sayo's desperate attempt to save her son from the tragic consequences of addiction and from the room became more intense. She suppressed her anguish and her only resolve was to get Joe out no matter what it’d cost her.

	"And what do you think you are doing here?" Joe demanded.

	"You heard me the first time, Son… to take you home," Sayo replied.

	"Yes, go home o! Mama's boy," one junkie taunted.

	Sayo wriggled her way through the throng, closing the distance between herself and her son. Suddenly, she felt resistance as one of the addicts grabbed her ankle. Acting on impulse, she delivered a sharp, blinding slap that momentarily reset the young man's senses.

	"And do you guys think I am playing here? Joe, you are going with me this minute," Sayo declared, her voice showing determination.

	She seized Joe's arm with surprising strength and leaned in close, her lips nearly touching his ear as she whispered, "And if you love yourself, you won't resist."

	Joe violently yanked his arm from his mother's grasp, his face contorted with rebellion and rage.

	"And I say I am going nowhere with you, bitch," he spat.

	With a swift and decisive motion, Sayo silenced Joe with a slap, her eyes flashing with righteous fury. Joe began to moan helplessly as his mother—maintaining the athletic form she had cultivated over years—dragged him across the floor amid the stoned onlookers.

	"And what did you just call me? Now I will show you that bitch aspect and let me see who is going to stop me," she challenged.

	Ignoring the taunts and jeers erupting from the other young men, Sayo focused solely on Joe. She deliberately softened her approach, her voice steadying despite the emotional turmoil inside.

	"Joe, it's time to come home," she said, her words carrying a delicate balance of love and frustration.

	But Joe, still wired with adrenaline and defiance, continued resisting his mother's pleas. His anger simmered just beneath the surface of his drug-addled consciousness. As Sayo dragged him toward the exit and away from the toxic environment, another boy stepped forward, his gaze cold and menacing, attempting to block their path.

	She turned back to Joe, her resolve unshaken.

	"Joe, I won't let you destroy yourself," she said, her voice soft but firm. "You're coming home with me, whether you like it or not."

	But Joe, his pride wounded and his ego bruised, lashed out at his mother, his words dripping with scorn and defiance. In a moment of desperation, Sayo raised her hand to strike him, only to be stopped by the intervention of a gun-wielding stranger.

	"I am Walata. Just give me one reason why I should not blow your brains out, woman."

	The click of a gun pressed against her head made her stiffen, but only for a moment as she shook herself, making a mental calculation of everything happening.

	This was her son, not only trapped in the clutches of drug addiction but also deeply entangled in the dangerous cult of get-rich-quick schemes and the scamming culture. Looking at Joe now, she reflected on the difficult birth that had physically scarred her—the child whose delivery had broken her cervix. He was the product of her naivety, born from a relationship with a man who would never have entered her life had she not been so reckless in her youth.

	Memories of her undergraduate days flooded her mind: when Joe's father, merely a pool driver, had deceived her pleasure-seeking, shallow mind. Struggling with personal challenges at home, she had been vulnerable to his pretense of wealth and status. He had lured her into a destructive journey she now deeply regretted. Joe wasn't the only consequence of that misguided relationship; she had borne two more children afterward. During those difficult years, she had redirected blame toward her own parents, particularly her mother, whom she accused of abandonment.

	Sayo had vowed never to repeat those same mistakes. This conviction had shaped her decision to remain single and dedicate herself as a life coach, fighting relentlessly to ensure her children and others like them would never suffer a fate similar to hers. The cycle of neglect would end with her generation. With years of accumulated determination strengthening her resolve, she faced the armed man before her, her eyes blazing with indignation and unflinching purpose.

	"Oh, you think that your gun can stop me? You must be a joker. Seems you have never tasted the fury of a woman's concern for her child."

	"You mean you won't let go?"

	"No! Walata or what did you say your name was?"

	"Isn't this the most stupid thing to do? We could waste you here, woman."

	"This is my son and I do not intend to give him up like somebody did to me years back. If you all know what I am talking about, you won't dare to resist me, Walata."

	Joe was visibly confused at the determination of his mother who turned around to face Walata and stare him in the face. Joe noticed the evidently deflated expression on Walata's face, and tried to put up more resistance.

	"And I said I am not going anywhere with you."

	There is another round of slap on his face.

	"Damn… what’s with you, mum?"

	"Oh good, you are beginning to come home. Look, are you guys going to shoot me, because this is a cause for which I am prepared to die. He is my son and it's my utmost duty to make sure his mind is in the right state. You can see I am not touching anybody but him."

	"But you touched me, madam," Walata retorted.

	"You stood in my way. I’ll do much more than touching if anyone should dare me again,” Sayo announced.

	Walata looked at the others and exhaled before returning the gun to his back pocket. Looking at Joe who’s totally offended by the turn of events, he communicated his helplessness by shaking his head slowly. He watched the desperate woman drag Joe out.

	 

	***

	 

	Now back at the Aguda’s home, everything and everyone stood still as Sayo dragged her son into the compound. Domestic staff paused their work of restoring the estate to its pristine condition after the recent gathering, their eyes widening at the unexpected scene. The large crowd of guests had already thinned considerably, but this new drama commanded everyone's attention.

	As if responding to an unspoken signal, all of the Agudas—Olu Aguda, his wife, Sola, and their two sons, Supo and Kanmi—abandoned their activities and converged. They gathered in the spacious chamber adjacent to the living room, with Sola Aguda entering last and firmly closing the door behind them. The family arranged themselves in a semicircle before which Sayo presented her son.

	"You are all I've got, so I present my son before you all. No cover-ups," Sayo began, her voice trembling. "I can't do this alone, and before things get out of hand, I better come clean. He is not only doing drugs, he is also involved in the fad of money-making rituals. And I don't blame him—it's proof that he is the true son of his layabout father."

	Visibly stung by his mother's public indictment, Joe's expression hardened. His voice rose with indignation as he responded, "But Mom, you are embarrassing me. This is just too much. And I have often told you that I did not ask to be born to you and my father. I was a product of both your enjoyment you now seem not to be proud of. It's totally wrong of you to guilt-trip or shame-compare me with any of these your family members. I won't take it–”

	Sayo impulsively cut him off, "Shut up, you this son of a—" She caught herself mid-sentence, consciously redirecting her words. "I will do much more to whip you into shape, and I do not care what it will cost me as your mother."

	"A failed mother living a life of pretense," Joe spat. "You claim to build other people's homes, and you couldn't get your own family united because of concocted lies against the person of my father."

	Sayo's eyes flashed with determination. "Say all your ignorant mind permits. You will not turn delinquent under my watch. I have chosen to live purposefully and pray fervently with no distraction from any man whatsoever."

	Joe's face contorted with hurt and anger. "To me, you are unforgiving and self-serving, who leaves me no choice but to seek solace elsewhere. Yet, you won't let me be."

	"I am simply doing what my own mother refused to do back then, the consequence of which came at a great cost," Sayo retorted at the top of her voice.

	A tense silence fell over the room. Sayo's words had slipped out before she could stop them, and she quickly glanced at her mother, relieved to find her face betraying no emotion. Still, she couldn't help but flash an apologetic look before continuing with renewed resolve.

	"This is not to spite my dear mother, nothing of the sort. But I have resolved from all I learned from those experiences to light the way so that many may see, and everyone of us—including you—will be of value not only to yourself but to the world."

	Joe's frustration mounted. "What past? What mistake? That is what I am saying. Now it's Grandma you blame, just as you heaped blame on my father, as if you are guiltless."

	Supo Aguda leaned forward, sensing the need to intervene. "Can you permit me to say something, Joe?"

	Joe turned toward his uncle, his shoulders still tense with defiance. "I am sorry, Uncle. I mean no disrespect, but I need to let my mother know my feelings,” he looked down and mumbled clearly, “why is your claim as a single mother an excuse to push me so hard, as if it's my fault no man has found you worthy of love or marriage?"

	His words struck Sayo like a physical blow. Rage suffused her face as she made to strike him, only to find her mother's firm grip stopping her mid-motion. Olu Aguda and his two sons simultaneously moved closer, creating a protective circle around Joe.

	"Are you mad or something?" Sayo seethed. "I could kill you for that. What do you know?"

	While the others recoiled at Joe's outburst, Sola Aguda his grandmother stepped forward with authority. 

	"You will do no such thing, Sayo. In fact, that makes you more vulnerable than I truly was and no doubt smears your testimonies so hidden from your ignorant son.” She turned to Joe. “You see, Joe, your mother's indictment is not misplaced."

	Sola Aguda paused, reflecting for a moment before a confident smile spread across her face. She looked proudly at Sayo, then back at Joe, before approaching Olu Aguda with surprising tenderness. The children watched in amazement as she knelt before the stupefied man, tears welling in her eyes. Olu Aguda lifted her up gracefully for an embrace, after which she composed herself to address the still-defiant young man.

	"Just so you all know, I have actually been doing this over and over. I can never get tired because your father became my hero," she said, her gaze sweeping across the room. And Supo... I’m overwhelmed. All of you have shown such love and forgiveness, even when I failed by not taking my father’s advice about communicating truthfully with my husband. I regret rejecting that counsel, and I don’t think—,” she turned to her daughter, “—Sayo wants to go through the same struggles.”

	Clapping her hands as if struck by sudden inspiration. 

	"You know what I think? It's best we give him the explanations we owe him, many of which, with hindsight, now seem foolish. So, I sincerely believe laying bare the truth before him of our past—when life threw curveballs at each and every one of us.  Setting the records straight will surely guide his conclusion."

	Olu Aguda heaved a sigh of relief as he approached Joe. With gentle authority, he patted the young man's shoulder and guided him to a seat. One by one, every other person sat down too, their attention now fixed on Joe.

	The room seemed to fade away as Olu’s  memories surfaced—twenty-five years peeling back like film reels unwinding, bringing the past into sharp focus.

	




Chapter One

	T


	he Aguda residence stood with quiet dignity in the heart of the Government Reserved Area (GRA), a three bedroom bungalow nestled in a lush floral setting. The modestly trimmed hedges framed a low concrete fence, its surface slightly weathered but still maintaining its purpose. Hibiscus and frangipani trees lined the walkway, their petals occasionally drifting onto the paved driveway where a 1990s model Peugeot 504 sat, its metallic sheen muted by the morning haze.

	The house bore the signature of an average working class senior staff, neither flamboyant nor austere. The exterior walls were coated in a fading cream color, with wooden louvered windows that allowed the morning air to seep in gently. A brown, sun scorched roof crowned the structure, harmonizing with the earthy tones of the environment.

	Inside, the living room exuded a warmth that was both inviting and authoritative. The floor was covered with polished terrazzo tiles, reflecting the soft glow of the ceiling fan's slowly oscillating blades. Against the farthest wall stood a sturdy mahogany cabinet, its glass doors shielding an assortment of decorative plates, framed photographs, and a few leather bound books, their spines slightly worn from years of handling.

	In the center, a deep brown set of upholstered sofas curved around a rectangular glass top coffee table. Atop the table rested a crocheted doily, a relic of Sola Aguda's meticulous homemaking, and a crystal vase housing plastic roses permanently in bloom. A television set, encased in a wooden frame, perched atop a low standing shelf beside an old stereo system, its speakers encased in mesh grills that had dulled over time.

	The air carried a medley of scents: polished wood, distant cooking, and the faint lingering of Olu Aguda's morning tea. But on this particular Saturday, the stillness of dawn was interrupted by the call to devotion.

	Olu Aguda's baritone voice echoed through the hall, summoning the household to the living room. Sayo was the first to respond, moving sluggishly from her room, her wrapper loosely knotted around her chest. Kanmi followed, rubbing the remnants of sleep from his eyes. Supo was last, dragging his feet, already calculating ways to escape once prayers were over. Mrs Sola sat with her Bible, flipping through pages, her lips moving in silent supplication.

	"Let us commence our Bible recitation," Olu commanded, flipping his own Bible open with practiced familiarity. His voice carried the weight of duty and expectation. The family bowed their heads, and the rhythmic recitation of Psalms began.

	Just as the prayers deepened, a sudden knock rattled the metal door. A pause settled over the room. Sola's eyes darted toward the entrance, and Olu's brow creased. The knocking persisted, this time accompanied by a female voice, urgent and unyielding.

	"Sayo! Open this door! It's important!"

	Supo seized the opportunity, darting toward the door with a smirk, eager for the distraction. But before he could reach it, Olu's voice cut through the moment.

	"Leave that door!"

	The air thickened as everyone exchanged glances. What could be so pressing that a woman would disrupt morning devotion? And why did their father’s voice carry a such warning laced?

	Before he could finish pondering, the knock came again, louder this time. Supo's eyes widened in panic. Sola Aguda frowned slightly, wiping her hands on her wrapper before heading to the door.

	"Who could be calling at this early hour?" she thought aloud.

	She drew the curtain aside and turned the key. The door gave way and standing there, bathed in early sunlight, was Toun, a beautiful young woman.

	"Good morning, Mrs. Aguda. I'm sorry to disturb you so early. I need to see Kanmi, it's urgent," the young woman said.

	Sola's brows knitted in disapproval. "Good morning... But don't you think it's rather too early? This is a family day. We are rounding up our devotion and about to get busy."

	Toun, determined, gave an apologetic but resolute expression while stepping forward before Sola could object further.

	Sola turned back to the family, sighing. "It's Toun," she announced.

	The entire household turned to face the unexpected guest as she walked in. Toun beamed at Kanmi and moved as if to embrace him, but Kanmi, visibly uncomfortable, stepped back.
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