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      All Rebecca “Bex'' Ayuk wants to do is write the story God has placed in her heart. So when she is made redundant at her investment banking job, Bex seizes the opportunity to kickstart her writing career, much to the dismay of her traditional Cameroonian parents, who don’t believe writing is a lucrative job. As Bex sets off to prove her parents wrong, she realises the journey is more challenging than she thought. But when God sends help in the form of a handsome, outgoing stranger she meets at a coffee shop, her dream of finishing her book becomes more feasible.

      

      After quitting his job as a doctor and pursuing a career as an author and creative entrepreneur, Jevaun Watson gets nothing but backlash from his father, who constantly chastises him for his faith in God. When Jevaun runs into Bex at a coffee shop after an altercation with his father leaves him ready to give up, she reminds him about his God-given purpose…and he just can’t stop thinking about her.

      

      As Jevaun encourages the introverted Bex to come out of her shell, their evolving friendship helps them ride the bumpy waves to achieve their publishing dreams. But when inner demons resurface, not only is their friendship at stake, but the love growing between them. Can Bex and Jevaun trust the perfect story God has written for them, even if the journey comes with more hurdles than they’ve planned for?

      

      Love, Scribbles & Other Things, a Christian opposites-attract romance, is book one in the Love & Other Things series, which follows three Cameroonian sisters living in London as they juggle their faith, love lives, and businesses.
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      Sovereign Love Series

      The One Who Knows Me (Book 1)

      The One Who Loves Me (Book 2)

      The One Who Sees Me (Book 3)

      The One Who Holds Me (Book 4)

      Sovereign Love Ebook Boxset (Books 1-4)

      

      Devotionals

      Outpourings Of A Beloved Heart: A 30-Day Poetry Devotional About God’s Love

      The God Who Knows Me: A Companion Devotional & Journal

    

  


  
    
      Trigger Warning: This story addresses sensitive topics such as the death of a loved one, sexual assault and self-harm. I have done my best to treat these issues with the care they deserve. However, if these topics are triggers for you, I suggest you please pray before going any further, knowing that my intentions for choosing to address these topics are not to plunge readers into darkness, but to point them to the light and hope we have in our Lord and Saviour—Jesus Christ.

    

  


  
    
      To my Heavenly Father, the One who made this possible. 

      

      To the one who has been hurt and feels like there’s no way out of the darkness, I hope this story is an encouragement that there’s no pain God’s love can’t heal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “Forget the former things; do not dwell on the past. See, I am doing a new thing! Now it springs up, do you not perceive it? I am making a way in the wilderness and streams in the wasteland.”

        ISAIAH 43:18-19

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NAME PRONUNCIATION GUIDE

          

        

      

    

    
      Ayuk (A-y-oh-k)- A Cameroonian name, often from the Bamileke tribe.

      Chidimma (Chi-dee-mah)- A name originating from the Igbo people of Nigeria which means “God has given me a gift.”

      Oben (Oh-ben)- A Cameroonian name which can be used as a forename or surname. Can be associated with a group of related ethnic groups in Cameroon that speak various dialects of the Beti language.

      Ayomide (A-y-or-mi-day)- A gender-neutral Nigerian name of Yoruba origin which means “my joy has arrived” or “my joy has come home.”

      Bankole (Bang-k-or-lay)- A Nigerian name of the Yoruba tribe, which translates to “build me a house.”

      Molua (M-oh-lu-wa)- A Cameroonian name which can be associated with particular ethnic groups like the Bakweri.

      Enjema (En-j-ay-m-ah)- A popular female name in Cameroon associated with the Bakweri tribe.
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      “Hey, Lexi. How do you spell the word puzzle?” I lean back in my chair as my phone chimes.

      “Puzzle...” The voice-activated digital assistant responds. “P-U-Z-Z-L-E.”

      “Aha!” The excitement in my voice catches me off guard as I point at the highlighted word on my computer screen. “In your face, Scribbles.” My writing software, Scribbles, tried to convince me I spelled the word wrong, so it brings me joy to click the “ignore” button instead of letting this artificial intelligence question my literacy.

      But my moment of victory is short-lived because I’m back to staring at the blinking cursor on the blank page. It must be mocking me, I’m sure. Why does it keep blinking when it knows I have no idea what to write?

      You would think that after four years of perfecting my story outline, crafting the perfect characters, spending hours making mood boards, and watching countless videos online in the name of “research,” I’d at least know what the first sentence of this book is. But here I am, back at my desk again, for the fifth day in a row, with nothing to show for my hard work, except the word puzzle.

      Puzzle? Seriously? That word has absolutely nothing to do with this story and that was the first thing my brain could spit out? Lord, please, have mercy on me.

      I let out a groan and rub my eyes before deleting the word and pushing myself away from my desk. The pain that rushes through my head and down the back of my neck reminds me I’ve been sitting at this desk for way too long, or maybe it’s a sign that I should stop wearing my hair in a high puff every day.

      It’s no secret that I love wearing my natural hair out, but I’m what you call a lazy natural because I can’t be bothered to keep experimenting with different hairstyles. If my hair is not in chunky twists, then it’ll be in a high puff with an Ankara⁠1 headband and my high puffs always bang—if I do say so myself. But I think it’s time to switch up the hairstyle unless I want to keep dealing with headaches every day.

      After filling my mouth with the last bits of my cheese and onion crisps, I toss the empty packet in the bin before closing my window to stop the early September draught from coming in. Then I take a big gulp of water from my bottle, just in case dehydration has contributed to this headache I have—which I’m sure it has, since it’s evening and my bottle is still three-quarters full. 

      After pacing the length of my room, I sit on the edge of my bed and let my head fall into my hands. I take deep breaths in and out, trying to drown out the siren noises in the distance, which could either be from an ambulance or a police car.

      I like to always think it’s the former, since the hospital is only a ten-minute drive from our house. But you can never be too sure about what these kids are up to these days. My parents bought a decent three-bed, one bath house in Croydon because it has affordable housing and good transport links into Central London.

      The location makes it perfect for commuting to my investment banking job in Canary Wharf. But even though it’s only a thirty-minute train journey, my introverted self always feels like I’ve run a marathon every time I get back home from work.

      I promised my sisters I’d start writing this novel this week, but here I am, on Friday night, with nothing to show for it. How do these author vloggers find the time to write with a full-time job and a family? They make it look so easy, but I’m already failing before I’ve even started. Surely there’s something I’m missing because this cannot be it.

      My phone vibrates at my desk, pulling me away from the spiral of my thoughts. Rhoda—my youngest sister’s name—flashes on my screen and I swipe left to answer.

      “Sissy, we’re on our way. Are you ready?”

      I frown and stare at the watch on my wrist. It’s six-thirty PM. Wow, I can’t believe I’ve been sitting in this room for an hour. I haven’t even changed out of my work clothes yet. “Ready for what?”

      “Ugh, I knew you’d forget. You haven’t seen our messages on the group chat yet, have you?” Rachel, my other sister, responds this time.

      I gasp before opening my messaging app, panicking about missing a special birthday or anniversary or something. My sisters and I make a big deal about celebrating each other, so I would never want to be the one to forget.

      “Oh.” A sigh of relief escapes my lips as I bring the phone back to my ear. “I actually forgot the worship event was tonight. Soz⁠2.”

      “Yeah, you wouldn’t have if you had read your messages. Now get ready, coz we’re two minutes away.” Rhoda ends the call before I can put in another word and I roll my eyes.

      Ugh, can you imagine the audacity? She better apologise when she gets here or else I’m not going.

      The three of us have completely different personalities, Rhoda being the sharp-mouthed one, even though she’s the youngest. As I’ve already established, I’m the introverted and more reserved one, while Rachel sits in between like the perfect middle child she is. 

      We were all born in Cameroon, but our parents moved to the UK when we were eight, six, and four years old. In secondary school, they used to call us the three sister-teers because we were always together and even though we’ve individually made friends through university and our jobs, we’ve always been each other's best friends.

      As much as our personalities are different, so are our personal styles. Rachel loves wearing make-up every time she goes out because she has been practising for years and she’s basically a master at it. Even though she wears prescription glasses, you would never know because she has different glasses with different frames to match her outfit. She also changes her hairstyle every four to six weeks because she does her hair herself and if she wasn’t also my personal hairstylist, I would envy her.

      Rhoda is much more laid back than me. She always wears her type 4a natural hair in a wash-and-go hairstyle, her gorgeous curls popping every time, no matter the season. Rhoda also doesn’t joke with her comfort. The girl doesn’t like stress, so flats and warm clothes are her go-to—especially when the cold weather rolls in.

      Rhoda flings herself on me, almost knocking my tired self to the ground when I open the door for them. “I’ve missed you, Sissy.” She squeezes me into a tight hug, barely leaving me with enough energy to hug Rachel. The entire speech I planned to scold Rhoda for hanging up on me flies out the window because she gives the best hugs.

      “Wow, I didn’t know I was that loved.” I smirk as Rhoda gives me a side eye. I only missed one of our weekly catch up sessions and now she’s acting like I disappeared for a year. 

      “You can’t miss our next outing,” Rhoda says as we follow her lead up the stairs and into my room, which used to be our hang out spot when we all lived at home with our parents. The room is bigger and doesn’t have a bunk bed like Rachel and Rhoda’s old room, so we used to lie on my bed for hours talking about everything and anything. 

      When Rachel got her job as a secondary school science teacher, she moved out and got a two-bedroom flat in Mitcham. She didn’t need to, as the commute from Croydon to Mitcham is not too bad, but Rachel loves her independence and her own space. 

      Rhoda also joined her and they both share the rent, so we’ve moved our weekly meetups to their flat, which has given us the freedom to catch up without worrying about our parents eavesdropping on us. 

      Last Saturday, the plan was to go see a movie together at the cinema. Rhoda bought the tickets and everything, but work was so busy and I just wanted one evening to do nothing, so I cancelled. My sisters understand that sometimes I need days to recuperate when my physical and emotional energy is drained. That’s why they gave me space. 

      They never give me too much space though, because before I blink, they’re back knocking at the door, invading my space and bugging me as always. With Mum and Dad away on their yearly trip to Cameroon, we have our privacy today.

      “So, how’s your writing going?” Rhoda asks as she throws herself on my bed, messing up my perfectly-laid sheets.

      I avert my gaze and open my built-in wardrobe, staring at my row of blouses and pretending I didn’t hear her. 

      “Bex?” They both call out and I turn around before laying out a black-and-white striped blouse on the bed.

      “Well, I was in the zone until you girls showed up and ruined my flow.” 

      “Really?” Rachel taps the space key on my laptop, turning it on and exposing my lies. “There’s nothing on the page, Bex. Just a blinking cursor.”

      “Urgh. You girls can’t let me get away with anything, can you?” I plop down on the edge of my bed and my sisters sit on either side of me. 

      “What’s going on, Bex?” Rachel asks, pushing her glasses close to her face.

      “Yeah, talk to us, Sissy,” Rhoda places her arm around my shoulder and I lean my head on hers before sighing.

      “I just…” My words falter as I fight the tears blurring my vision. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve bawled in front of my sisters, but I fear they would think me silly for crying over a book. The thing is, it’s more than just a book and I don’t know if I can ever make them understand why it’s so important that I write this story.

      “I just can’t bring myself to start.” My words come out in a whisper as one tear escapes. “I’ve spent so long preparing for this moment and now that it’s here, I can’t find the words. How am I going to write the story if I can’t find the words?” 

      “Hey, hey.” Rachel wipes the tears sliding down my cheeks. “The words will come. Maybe you’re just afraid of making it perfect from the beginning, so you’re putting pressure on yourself.”

      “Yeah, but you have to push through that fear and just start writing,” Rhoda adds.

      “I did. I sat here for an hour today and do you know what my first word was?”

      The girls both give me blank stares.

      ”Puzzle. How can my first word be puzzle? What has that got to do with anything?”

      “I guess that’s a puzzle we need to solve,” Rhoda says, and we all laugh. “Come on, Sissy. Remember when you first told us about this story idea four years ago? You said God was the One who gave you the story, right?”

      I nod and sniffle.

      “So if He gave you the story, don’t you think He’ll help you write it too?”

      “He sure will,” Rachel answers for me.

      “Yeah, but sometimes I wish I didn’t have so many distractions around me. My job is a blessing, but it physically drains me and I barely have any energy left at the end of the day. When I can’t write, I watch other author vloggers online and end up feeling sorry for myself because I can’t be as productive as them.”

      “Okay, you need to stop watching those vloggers.” Rachel wags her finger in my face. “You know most of them only show you the hills of their journey and never the valleys, right?” She refers to one of our favourite songs by Tauren Wells.

      “Yeah, stop comparing your journey with them,” Rhoda chimes in. “You don’t work weekends, so maybe you can leave the writing until then? Remember, you used to go to coffee shops to work on your outline on Saturdays?”

      “Oh yeah. I was so proud of myself for leaving the house every Saturday.” I smile, remembering my initial excitement about the story when God first gave me the idea. 

      “If coffee shops worked for you before, why don’t you try them again? I’m sure there are so many in central you haven’t explored yet.”

      I pause for a moment, thinking about Rhoda’s suggestion. Even though the idea of leaving the house and interacting with people gives me palpitations, I can’t deny the fact that I was more productive at coffee shops. Plus, if God helped me do it before, then He can surely help me do it again. “I guess I can try one out next week.”

      “Yay. That’s what we like to hear.” Rhoda pushes herself up from the bed and claps her hands. “Well, now that the crisis has been averted, it’s time to hit the road or we’ll be late.” She taps on her watch and then rushes out of the room and down the stairs to the kitchen. Of course, she needs a snack for the journey, even if it’s only a fifteen-minute drive. The girl is such a foodie. 

      I wipe my tear-stained face and put on my clothes before walking to the bathroom to do my quick ten-minute makeup routine. After sliding my feet into my ankle boots, I spray on my fruity and aromatic perfume combo, which always gets me a lot of compliments. I may not always enjoy interacting with people, but I like to smell good when I do. 

       “I’m ready.” I pop back into the room.

      “Finally.” Rachel picks up her handbag and we both troop downstairs to meet Rhoda, coming out of the kitchen, a half-eaten bag of plantain chips in her hand.

      “What?” Rhoda asks with wide eyes, crunching the chips in her mouth as we both stare at her. “A girl has to eat.”

      “We didn’t say otherwise, Madam.” I chuckle. “Just wipe the crumbs from your mouth, please. If anyone sees you at church looking like this, Mum and Dad will hear of it. Don’t disgrace us, oh.” I pull my ears, mimicking what our mum would say, and we all laugh as we get into Rachel’s car.

      “I can’t wait for Mum and Dad to return on Monday. We need those authentic Cameroonian treats before my stomach withers.”

      “Did someone ever tell you you’re so dramatic?” I turn to Rhoda in the backseat as we put on our seatbelts. 

      “What’s so dramatic about loving food?” 

      “Don’t worry, tell me what you want to eat and I’ll make it next week,” Rachel says as she turns the key in the ignition. 

      “Ooh, poulet DJ, please.” Rhoda’s face lights up as she mentions her favourite Cameroonian meal. “Give me that and I’ll make dessert.” 

      “I’ll buy drinks, then,” I add, and just like that, our date is planned. That’s the benefit of having sisters who have mad cooking and baking skills. I just have to do the bare minimum and I end up having the best food, the best dessert, and the best company. God knew spending time with my sisters was exactly what I needed today after the hectic week I’ve had. I can’t wait to get over this hurdle and finally start writing this story.
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      Time, they say, heals all wounds, but what they never tell you is that it only works that way in an ideal world. My experience so far has been nothing but the opposite. We all wish it got easier with time, so we comfort ourselves to believe that’s all we need.

      But healing takes more than just letting time pass. Mum knew that too, as she looked into my eyes on her deathbed. She tried her best to force a smile during that final moment, but we all knew as we surrounded her that the sparkle had disappeared from her beautiful brown eyes. Her response to me was that healing is not a destination, but a journey. 

      As my dad, my younger brother Tréjon and I watched her take her last breath, I hoped she was wrong and that the pain would eventually fade away. But I quickly learnt that she was right. 

      The pain doesn’t just go away. It stays right there, lurking, and waiting for the right opportunity to rear its ugly head again. All it takes is one word, one memory, one encounter or one confrontation for those wounds to open up again, oozing and bleeding as fresh as the original, with no sign of healing at all.

      I thought the pain would’ve eased off by now, given how much my life has changed in the last five years. Not only have I had to adjust to living in a world without Mum, but I’ve been actively living the dream life God gave me. That dream life that led me away from my parent’s home and to London while still trying to keep the relationship between myself, Tré and Dad—just like I promised Mum.

      Tré’s not the problem because not only is he my brother, but my best friend. The real problem here is Dad. I wish I was strong enough not to carry the burden of that promise every day. Every time I want to walk away, the chains of my own words pull me back to where I started. 

      All the self-help books and the so-called experts have lied to me so far. It hasn’t gotten easier. I don’t know if it’ll ever do. But what I know is that only God helped me get through all those sleepless nights. 

      I know I didn’t get here by just ‘letting time pass’ and hoping for the best. It was me realising that I couldn’t do life without God. I wish Dad and Tré believed that too, but again, that is not my current reality. I don’t know if it’ll ever be, but that’s a worry for another day. Today’s focus is to spend time with Tré.

      After over an hour-long journey on the coach, I’m finally standing in front of the house in Dartford—the same house Tré and I grew up in. The same house Mom died in. These days I only refer to it as Dad’s house because it’s hard to remember the times when we used to call it a home, given all the unpleasant events that have taken place in it in the last five years.

      It would’ve been a lot easier if Tré had come over to my flat in Shoreditch, but I didn’t dare suggest that to him unless I was prepared to receive the total unleash of Dad’s wrath on me. It’s bad enough that Mum isn’t here with us. The last thing I want to do is create an unstable family environment for Tré.

      “Jevaun?” Tré’s voice pulls me out of my thoughts as he opens the front door and walks across the damp path in the front garden. Even though we’re approaching the end of summer, I still expect us to have decent sunshine to enjoy, but no. You could have all four seasons in one day. The UK weather is confused like that. It’s no wonder my vitamin D levels are always deficient whenever I do a blood test.

      “Hey, bro.” I smile and pull him in for a hug as he towers over me. “Feels like I haven’t seen you in ages.” I take a step back and give him a once-over from head to toe. “Being a doctor is looking good on you, though.” I point to his clean-shaven beard, which makes him look younger than his age of twenty-four.

      Tré started the first year of his junior doctor foundation programme in Nottingham a month ago. We all hoped he would have an easy start, but they threw him into the deep end with his first rotation in the accident and emergency department. 

      “Come on, you’re just saying that to make me feel better. It’s only been a month and I’ve lost weight, can’t you see?” He raises his arms up to show me the evidence. “All the work you and I did at the gym over the summer is gone.”

      “Ah, don’t worry about it. Once you’re settled, you’ll find time to go back to the gym.” I adjust my backpack strap on my shoulder.

      “I hope so.” 

      “Is Dad around?” I ask as we both walk to the front door, my chest already tightening at the possibility of seeing Dad sitting in the living room.

      “No, he stepped out ten minutes ago. Said he’ll be back in time for dinner.”

      “That’s fine with me.” I’ll treasure every moment with Tré that doesn’t include Dad’s presence.

      Taking off my shoes, I place them on the shoe rack in the hallway before walking into the spacious living room Tré and I used to run around in as children. The sofa, TV, chandelier, and side tables are still in the same place, but the walls that were once decorated with photos of our then-happy life are now just plain, white and boring.

      At first I thought Dad took down the photos because it helped him grieve Mum, but I quickly learnt that he had other reasons. Reasons I hope I won’t have to bring up again tonight for the millionth time. Lord, please give me strength.

      “So, what are we cooking tonight?” I place my backpack on a sofa before joining Tré in the kitchen. I could take my backpack upstairs to my old room, but that means I’ll have to walk past the room Mum died in. Sometimes I think I can still smell her perfume and the coconut oil she always had in her hair. But olfactory hallucinations are real. Grief can do that to you.

      “Well, we’ll be having some rice and peas, jerk chicken, and plantains.” Tré’s voice breaks into my thoughts as he shows me his display of the ingredients on the kitchen island. Cooking is one thing we have always enjoyed doing together. When Mum noticed we had an interest, she handed over her kitchen to us and made us in charge of dinner one weekend a month.

      We used it as our time to show our culinary skills and tried so many recipes, including orange chicken, pasta bake, lasagnes, fried rice, chilli, and so many others. Today, we’re taking it back to our Jamaican roots, so it has to be delicious.

      “I know I’ve only been working as a doctor for a month, but I can see why you quit and pursued entrepreneurship instead,” Tré says as he chops up onions.

      “Really?” My brows furrow. “Why do you think I did it?” I ask before peeling a plantain and cutting it into pieces. 

      Tré and I did everything together as kids even though we are six years apart. I started asking my parents for a sibling when I turned five, so when Tré came a year later, my excitement knew no bounds. We’ve grown closer over the years and I’d say we definitely have some sort of ‘brother telepathy’ going on, so I’m interested to hear his response to my question.

      Tré shrugs before looking at me. “It’s simple. Medicine is a stressful career and not everyone is built for that kind of pressure.” 

      “Well, that’s true, but entrepreneurship is also stressful. It has its own disadvantages too. It’s not all rosy out here. I can tell you that for sure.”

      “But you are your own boss. You work on your own terms and you’re doing brilliantly for yourself. Mate, you earn way more than I do.”

      “Yes, but I’ve been doing this for five years, remember? Didn’t I tell you that after my first month as a full-time entrepreneur, I earned less than a hundred pounds? I had to rely on my savings for the first six months before my income became decent enough to pay for my life expenses. Trust me, it’s a hard alternative to a stable nine-to-five job.” I pick up another plantain and start peeling it before continuing.

      “Contrary to popular belief, entrepreneurship is not the easy way out and not everyone will be successful in the business endeavours after quitting their day job. If God has made you a light at your workplace and you enjoy what you do or find it rewarding, then definitely stay there. It’s easy for people to look at things the way you are, but what you don’t see is that I work round the clock, my income is unpredictable every month, and I still haven’t published my first novel even though I’m an experienced writer.” 

      Tré nods as he drains out the kidney beans he soaked overnight. “Yeah, I see what you mean. That sounds tough and anxiety-inducing. I definitely like the idea of a stable income every month. But I’d still like to have some sort of side hustle, though.”

      “Yeah, diversifying your income streams is a great idea. I’m always here for you to pick my brain.” 

      “Cool. How’s your querying journey going?” 

      I put down the knife and let out a deep sigh as Tré laughs because he knows I’m about to go into full ranting mode. “Listen, don’t even get me started about how tough the publishing industry is. I have now sent a query letter to almost a hundred agents and none of them see the potential in my book.” 

      “Ah, don’t worry about it. You only need ‘the one,’ right?”

      “Of course. Just the one. I haven’t given up. I know God will bring that one agent at the right time.” 

      “Amen to that.” Even though Tré says those words casually, it warms my heart to hear them come out of his mouth. 

      When I first announced to my family that I had chosen to become a Christian, Tré and Dad made it very clear that they are atheists and they didn’t want me trying to convert them. Tré has even made fun of the fact that I chose to write “Christian fantasy” books as he doesn’t think a genre like that makes sense.

      But even though talking about my faith with Tré can sometimes feel like walking on eggshells, he has never condemned me because of it. That’s the complete opposite of what Dad did.

      I never want Tré to feel like I’m forcing my beliefs on him, but every morning, I pray for God to provide opportunities for Tré to see Jesus in me and that his heart will be receptive to God’s word. It has been five years and even though there’s nothing much to show for it, little moments like this are reminders that I shouldn’t stop praying. 

      After putting the marinated chicken in the oven, Tré starts cooking the rice and peas while I fry the plantains and our conversations, even though they shift to everything and anything, keep coming back to entrepreneurship. Of course, I use that as an opportunity to share how God has been helping me along the journey. 

      “Honestly, I think it’s so cool that you can just work on your own terms and do whatever you want,” Tré says as he stirs the pot of the cooked rice and peas before closing it again. “The freedom of it all is very appealing.”

      “But you dare not do that, though.” Dad walks into the kitchen and the silence that passes between us is so intense that I imagine they can hear my racing thoughts and my pounding heartbeat.

      “Welcome back, Dad. Dinner will be ready in about ten minutes.” Tré breaks the silence as the older man approaches me. 

      He stops on the opposite side of the kitchen island, staring deep into my soul with the usual anger in his brown eyes. With Dad’s clean-shaven face and barely noticeable grey hairs, you could say he is the pure definition of ‘black don’t crack’ and he uses that to his advantage given the trail of female companions he has had over the last six years.

      Judging from his youthful attire, gold wristwatch, and the feminine perfume that follows his trail, I know exactly where he’s coming from. For him, it has always been about impressing the ladies and it doesn’t matter who he hurts along the way.

      “What makes you think you can come in here and start spreading all your ignorant ideas?” He spits out the words like venom and my heart bleeds from the pain they inflict.

      Tré clears his throat and turns off the hob so the last batch of plantains doesn’t get burned. “Dad, we were just chatting about⁠—”

      “You think you were just chatting,” Dad turns his head sharply to Tré, “but your brother here has an agenda. He always does.” He turns to look at me again as I grit my teeth and try to slow down my breathing.

      “You want to lure him into following your footsteps, don’t you? It starts with you encouraging him to leave his job just like you did and soon you’ll be coercing him to believe in your so-called God, isn’t that right?”

      And there it is. The real reason for the outburst. It has always boiled down to me choosing God over everything and everyone else.

      “How dare you mention God in this house?” He flares his nostrils and raises his voice as his gaze intensifies. “Haven’t I told you never to utter such rubbish in front of Tré?”

      “Dad, my beliefs are my beliefs. My relationship with God is important to me. The events in my life over the last five years are evidence that He’s real. I can’t force you to believe in Him, but you also can’t force me to stop talking about the God who has literally been with me through thick and thin.”

      “Oh, really?” He shakes his head and laughs. “The same way He was with your mum as the cancer sucked the life out of her, right? The same way He tricked us into believing the cancer was gone and that she was healed, only for it to come back a few years later with a vengeance that claimed her life, right?”

      “Dad, stop!” Tré raises his voice and drops the silicon ladle on the kitchen countertop. “I didn’t travel three hours down here to watch you two reach for each other’s throats. I came here to spend time with my family, so if you’re not ready to be in the same room as each other, then tell me and I’ll make my way back,” he says, before stomping out of the kitchen and leaving me alone with Dad.

      Even though we continue staring at each other, our nostrils still flaring, we don’t exchange any more words until he finally walks out of the kitchen. We’ve had this argument several times before and every time his words get more bitter and his frustration higher. 

      He used to tell me he couldn’t wait for God to fail me, so I’d realise all along that he was right. I guess every time I come back with more testimonies to share, he gets more antsy. And he’ll continue to be that way because the God I serve never fails.

      I made a promise to Mum that I won’t give up on my family, so I’m not letting Dad’s sour mood rub off on me. I set up the table and call Tré to come down so we can eat. If Dad is hungry, he can come down too. If not, we’ll be more than happy to have his share.
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      Despite Rachel’s pathetic attempt to get us to church before the start of the programme, we still arrived fifteen minutes late. I’m not surprised because Rachel refuses to drive above the speed limit even when there are no cameras or no other cars on the road.

      Unfortunately, today, we also had the annoying road works to contend with, so we spent a lot of time in traffic. They’ve been working on that road for almost three months and I’m still struggling to see what exactly they’re building or fixing.

      The usual fifteen-minute journey took us almost double the time, getting us to church just after the first praise session. We slipped in before the worship session started and just before the doors closed. 

      We walk across the red-carpeted floor as we follow the usher’s directions to the back row of seats, and I’m able to catch a glimpse of the worship team on the mounted stage at the front of the auditorium. 

      The drummer, Keith, is playing behind the drum shield with headphones over his ears. The guitarist, Samuel, is on the opposite end of the stage, in his element as always. The lead singer, Mirabelle, is behind the pulpit, eyes closed and hand stretched out, while the backup singers, Léonie, Chidimma, and Joshua, are standing on either side of her. 

      At Living Hope Church, the ushers close the doors during the worship session to prevent any distraction from people walking in and out of the auditorium. Anyone who comes after the praise session gets to worship the Lord from behind the closed front doors, as the two ushers stationed at the front always make sure this rule is observed.

      I’ve had to wait outside once or twice before. It wasn’t too bad, but the only problem is that once the doors open and we all flood in, the auditorium is usually quiet with everyone seated and I’m not a fan of the attention it draws on me. It definitely is a motivating factor to get to church on time.

      “Phew, that was close,” Rhoda whispers as we take our seats on the soft red chairs in our usual order, me seated closest to the wall, Rhoda in the middle, and Rachel closest to the aisle.

      “Yes, thank God for that,” Rachel responds while Rhoda shakes her head at her.

      “That’s no thanks to you. A snail drives faster than you.” Rhoda rolls her eyes and the two girls bicker at each other.

      “Shh! We are in the house of God, so can you two please show some respect?” I send both of them my death glare and they stop talking immediately as we focus on the slow worship music filling the auditorium. 

      Thank God I can still use my firstborn privileges on these two.

      There was a time when I didn’t understand what it meant to worship God through songs. My head would swell and my heart would beat so fast whenever I heard my favourite worship song, but it was always about how I was feeling and never about Who I was singing the songs to. Now I know better. It’s not about the song or me or the person who is singing. It’s about focusing on who God is—period.

      The fact that I’m still here, declaring that God is good, is a testimony I won’t take for granted. Maybe someday, God will finally give me the courage to open up about my traumatic university experience. But until then, I’m taking it one step at a time, worshipping God as I go.

      At the end of the worship session, Pastor David takes to the stage and leads us in prayer before going into the announcements and the various events the church has lined up for the month.

      Being the family church that it is, LHC comprises one hundred percent Africans, most of whom are Nigerians. Our family and the Oben family make up the only two Cameroonian families in the church—the rest is made up of Ghanaians, Zimbabweans, Congolese, and some Jamaicans.

      But apart from the diversity, the sound Biblical teachings, wonderful music, and kind people are all reasons I love being part of this community. But just like it is in every community, you won’t always have fond memories with every single person. The one person I wouldn’t mind not coming across today is Ayo—my ex-boyfriend, who is also one of the pianists.

      “Look who’s playing the piano today,” Rhoda whispers in my ear and although I know exactly who she’s talking about, I keep my head down, refusing to look in his direction.

      Who would’ve thought that just looking at someone could immediately trigger so many unpleasant memories? Memories of the time when I didn’t know who I was and when I set my standards so low because I let my past trauma define me.

      I saw all the red flags, but chose to become colour blind against the advice of my well-meaning sisters, because I thought I would never find love with the baggage I carried. Ayo was only a Christian with his lips and I knew that, but again, I ignored the signs God was showing me that Ayo’s heart was very far away from Him.

      I thought I knew better. I thought the reason God brought him into my life was so I could change him. But thank God for God, who held me back from adding another mistake to my already long list.

      It was not a shock when Rachel and Rhoda found out that Ayo was cheating on me. God had already warned me about him and He helped me muster up the courage to end the relationship. It was through that experience that I learnt to trust God, no matter the cost.

      The Bex of six years ago, who was fresh out of university, would’ve given in to any man who looked her way. That’s how I ended up with Ayo in the first place—falling for all his empty promises and sweet nothings. But experience, they say, is the best teacher, and God taught me a valuable lesson—to sit tight and wait for the man He has planned for me. That man, I’ve learnt, is definitely not Ayomide Bankole.

      After two hours of enjoying a variety of worship ministrations from guest ministers such as singing, praise dancing, and a saxophone worship, the event finally ends and we pick up our bags and make our way towards the door, greeting everyone who stops us on the way.

      “Good to see you, Rebecca.” Aunty Vivian Oben, one of the children’s church teachers, stops us at the door. “Are your parents back from Cameroon yet?” she asks with a warm smile.

      I shake my head. “No, Aunty. They’ll be back on Monday.”

      “Okay,” she says, before turning to Rachel. “My dear, I’m still waiting for your response about joining the children’s teachers’ department. I think the children need you.”

      “Yes, Aunty, I’m still praying about it.” Rachel smiles, but Rhoda and I both know that her hesitancy is because she’s currently overwhelmed with everything on her plate.

      “Okay, thank you girls so much. God bless you and have a good night.”

      When we get to the church car park, a familiar voice shouts out my name and I stop in my tracks before turning around.

      “Ayo?” My brows furrow as he runs towards us.

      “Sorry for bothering you, but do you have a minute? I’d like to speak to you, please.” He says, catching his breath as his eyes stare deep into mine. Those brown eyes used to make my cheeks warm up every time he sent a long gaze my way, but not anymore.

      “Me?” I ask, before shooting a glance at my sisters.

      He nods. “Yes, if that’s okay with you.” He scratches his high-top dreadlocks before sending me a sheepish smile that comes across as more of a plea. The Ayo I knew before was never this polite, so to say I’m shocked is an understatement.

      “Sure.” I turn to my sisters and Rachel drags Rhoda away.

      When they’re gone, Ayo steps forward and places his arms by his sides, before opening his mouth and closing it again. He looks like he has a war going on inside his mind, but instead of pressuring him to say what he has to say, I remain silent so he can get his thoughts together.

      He fiddles with a button on his denim shirt, which was the uniform of the choir members and instrumentalists today. “You…erm…you look nice today,” he finally says after clearing his throat and I lift my brows.

      Seriously? Did he just ask me to wait behind, so he could tell me this?

      “Thanks.” I shift my weight to my right leg and smile at Joy, one of the ushers, as she walks past us on her way home.

      Turning back to Ayo, I cross my arms against my chest and tilt my head, saying nothing, but I’m sure he’s getting all the cues that he’s wearing my patience thin.

      “Listen, B. I know this is coming very late, but I wanted you to know that I’m very sorry for what I did,” he starts. “A few months ago, God convicted me about my lifestyle choices and I realised it was time for me to stop playing around and take my relationship with Him seriously. I’ve been thinking a lot about my life and I’ve realised that I need to right my wrongs.”

      He pauses before taking a step forward, but I step back, letting him know he needs to stick to his boundaries.

      “B, please, I’m sorry I treated you the way I did. You were nothing but good to me, and I took your kindness for granted. I wish I could go back and fix everything, but I can’t. Please, would you be able to forgive me?” He rubs his palms together as he waits for my response.

      To be honest, I was very bitter after the breakup and I had to stop myself many times from praying certain prayers about Ayo, whom I considered as my enemy. I wanted his actions exposed so he could be ridiculed and expelled from the church. But thank God for working on my heart and redirecting my prayer points.

      I never would’ve thought that I would see the day when Ayo became remorseful. But God works in mysterious ways, and this is one mystery I’ll never be able to wrap my head around.

      I let out a sigh before saying, “Ayo, I’ve already forgiven you.”

      A bright smile appears on his face. “Really?” 

      I nod. “Yeah, I made my peace with it a long time ago. I’ve moved on and I’m happy that God has brought you to the same place as well.” I smile at him, sending a prayer of thanks to God for the work He is doing in him. 

      “That’s great. Thank you so much.” He leans forward and hugs me briefly before stepping back again. “Erm...” He stumbles on his words. “Do you think you and I could grab dinner sometime? Or whatever you choose, really. It’s been a while, and I just wanted us to catch up.”

      Wow, I know God is full of surprises, but this was one I never saw coming.

      “Actually, Ayo, I’d like to remain friends,” I say without hesitation. “Even though I’ve forgiven you, I don’t think things can ever be the same again between us. I would love for you to please respect that.”

      The hurt that flashes across his facial features is unmistakable, but he doesn’t push and he doesn’t try to convince me otherwise. He nods and rubs his bearded face before saying, “I understand. I’m just grateful that you’ve forgiven me. I messed up my chance with you, but I’m sure the man you’ll end up with will be blessed to have you.”

      “Thanks, Ayo. Your wife will be blessed too. Have a good night.” I smile at him before taking retreating steps, so he waves at me and heads towards the church building.

      Back in the car, my sisters squeeze out the details of our encounter by asking countless questions.

      “So it took him five years to realise what he was missing?” Rhoda scoffs from the back seat as Rachel drives us out of the car park. “I hope you told him to get lost and go find someone else to deceive.”

      “Ah-ahn. Rhoda Ayuk.” Rachel stares at our little sister through the rearview mirror. “I now see the reason you’re still single. Your mouth is too sharp.”

      “And since you have a tamed mouth, where is your man?” Rhoda retorts.

      “Look at this girl, oh. If I wasn’t behind this wheel now, my left shoe would’ve landed on your face.” Rachel kisses her teeth before we all burst out laughing. I just love how we always switch to our ‘Cameroonian accents’ when we’re arguing.

      “Girls, it’s okay.” I step in as usual to bring their attention back to the matter at hand. “You don’t have to worry because I politely declined his request, but I believe God is truly working on him.”

      “Yes, and sometimes it can take a long time for God to work on people’s hearts.” Rachel glares at Rhoda before turning the car left onto the main road.

      “That’s true,” I concur. “I’m genuinely happy for him and it feels like a weight has been lifted off my shoulders, too.”

      “Aww, that’s great,” Rachel says.

      “Yeah, you’ve come such a long way and it can only go up from here,” Rhoda adds. “God has healed you from that heartbreak. You’re finally writing your book and on Monday, you’re going to get a promotion or a huge pay rise at your job.”

      I forgot about my appraisal with my manager on Monday, which Rhoda thinks is for a promotion, but I doubt it. Every year around this time, I hope and pray they’ll give me a promotion, but it ends up being the same story of disappointment. Maybe it’s time to move to another organisation who will appreciate the work I put in.

      When the girls drop me off at home, I hug them goodbye and rush up to my room as a boost of inspiration sparks ideas in my brain. I’m not sure whether it’s my encounter with Ayo or just the joy of worshipping God with other believers, but that mental block I had before is gone.

      My plan for tomorrow is a solo writing date at a coffee shop I found online at Waterloo Station called The Buzz Café. Just imagining myself in the middle of the chaos of that station makes me want to change my mind, but I have to push myself to try new routines because my current one is clearly not working.

      As for tonight, I can’t let this motivation go to waste, so without changing out of my clothes, I plant myself at my desk and my fear of the blank page vanishes as I open my laptop.

      Lord, please help me. I say a quick prayer before resting my fingers on the laptop keys. Letting out a deep sigh, I type the first word, which is not puzzle, and then the next word, and the next, typing well into the early hours of the morning, until the first chapter is done.
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      Nothing could’ve prepared Vanessa Molua for the months of turmoil that lay ahead of her. Like any other fresher arriving at university in London, away from Coventry where she grew up, the only worries on her mind were how she would survive alone, how she would make new friends, and of course, how she would manage the pressures of her busy medical degree.

      Vanessa had joined a social media group chat during the summer break, and she connected with some of her course mates there because she was a planner, and she wanted to make sure she wasn’t left in the dark. One of Vanessa’s life mottos was to always be one step ahead of the game. She hated it when anything took her by surprise, so she never failed to plan, because she wasn’t planning to fail.

      Vanessa’s mum Diana and her sixteen-year-old brother Victor helped her carry her suitcases to her university accommodation, and they spent two hours helping her with her pink and purple room decor. Of course, Diana couldn’t leave without praying over her daughter and anointing every creak and corner of the ensuite single room Vanessa was going to stay in for the next year.

      “God will be with you, my darling daughter,” Diana said as tears rolled down her cheeks. “You will make the right friends. You will pass all your exams with flying colours, and you will finish well in Jesus’ name,” she added as she hugged her daughter, sobbing like there was no tomorrow.

      When it was time to say goodbye, the tears Vanessa had been holding back finally burst forth as she waved at her mum’s car disappearing from her sight. It was at that moment that she wished her dad was there.

      But instead of embracing the self-destructing spirit of sadness that grief often tempted her with, Vanessa consoled herself with the fact that her dad would be proud of her as he celebrated his fifth heavenly birthday.

      Back in her flat’s communal kitchen, connections were made at the meet and greet session with her four flatmates and that’s how she met Anne—the tall, soft-spoken Nigerian girl whose room was directly across from hers. Conversations with Anne were effortless and when Vanessa found out that Anne was also a Christian studying medicine, she knew right away that God had answered her mum’s prayers.

      The rest of the evening comprised eating pizza, icebreaker games, and lots of conversations with Anne about their hopes and fears of studying medicine. They planned out their week by looking through the freshers’ programme, and they chose the events they were interested in. Out of all the events, they most looked forward to attending the Christian union meeting and also checking out the local churches in the area.

      By the time Vanessa got back to her room that evening, her muscles ached from all the exciting activities of the day, but she couldn’t deny the fact that her heart missed home. So she called her mum and spoke to her brother too for half an hour before saying a prayer and drifting off to sleep.

      She had survived her first day of university and everything had gone to plan, just like she had anticipated. Even so, nothing could’ve prepared Vanessa for the months of turmoil that lay ahead of her.
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