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      This is for women who see flaws instead of beauty when they look in the mirror. Please look harder. You’re beautiful. Societal beauty standards are completely bogus.
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      Devastated by her best friend’s fatal complications from a butt lift procedure, Uju Emordi is now on a mission. Her first target in the campaign to shut down all cosmetic surgery centres? Blossom Health, the country’s largest. And her first problem? The plastic surgeon dedicated to stopping her.

      Can she prevent the captivating Dr Njokwu, with his enigmatic charm, from throwing a monkey wrench into her plans? Or will she fall under his spell?

      Blossom Health’s newest partner, tasked with neutralising the podcaster stoking protests against his profession, has struck out scheduling a meeting with the obviously unhinged woman. Then, to his surprise, she struts into his office requesting a consultation.

      Can David Njokwu leverage this golden opportunity and convince her plastic surgeons aren’t the enemy? Or will he be blinded by her beauty and charisma and lose sight of his goal?
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      Against the Wind is the unplanned fourth book in the Lagos Plastic Surgery series. Each novel can be read as a standalone.

      

      I wanted to write a lighthearted and fun love story centred around the booming plastic surgery culture in Nigeria. So, when an opportunity arose to collaborate with other authors promoting Black love, I jumped at it!

      

      While I have no personal opposition to plastic surgery, I do believe it’s something that needs to be approached with caution—especially given the alarming rise in deaths on the operating tables of unqualified doctors.

      

      I hope you enjoy reading this story, and I also hope its core message gives you something to think about.

      

      Before the Storm, Through the Fire, and After the Rain are the first three books in the series.
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      Few things intimidated David Njokwu. An adrenaline junkie thriving on daring escapades, his favourite pastimes included bungee-jumping, amateur wrestling and speed racing.

      His thrill-seeking tendencies began in early childhood as the middle of three brothers who enjoyed playing rough, and occasionally risky pranks on one another. He always lived on the edge, seeking revenge with even higher stakes.

      Once, his younger brother Felix pranked him with cockroaches in his pillowcase and he woke up in the middle of the night with the insects crawling all over his bed. Freaked out, David fell off the bed in a fit of terror, twisting his ankle and needing crutches for an entire month.

      No, the harm hadn’t been catastrophic, but David’s revenge upped the ante. For several weeks, he let his brother stew, wondering what the payback would be. Just when Felix relaxed his guard, David struck, slipping a rat into his brother’s pyjamas bottoms while he slept.

      Much to his parents’ chagrin, Felix ended up in hospital with rat bites on his genitals. Still, despite his father’s severe punishment and his own remorse over hurting his brother, David still smiled with a secret thrill and pride at besting his brother in the revenge game.

      Even Felix couldn’t help but be impressed. To this day, they still recalled it fondly whenever they got together.

      “So, will you do it?”

      David’s eyes shifted to Dr Oke Amayo when her gentle inquiry cut through his reveries. He tensed his jaw, sweeping his gaze across his three partners seated around the boardroom table. Each gazed at him with hopeful eyes. Damn it! They were practically begging him to take on the challenge.

      David let out a deep sigh. Too bad his pursuit of legendary risky stunts and passion for living on the edge preceded him. He relished the surge of adrenaline that came with the awareness of the possibility of death. So why on earth was he terrified of tangling with a woman half his size? Ridiculous.

      He cleared his throat. “Why me?”

      “Because you’re the newest and youngest partner at Blossom Health and we need a fresh face to sort this out,” Dr Oke Amayo said with a hint of a smile. In her mid-thirties, she was a petite and pretty woman who held a managing partner position at Blossom Health.

      “Yes, my gee,” Dr Segun Akintola chimed in. “The public is already used to seeing our faces. Someone new could more effectively give this place a positive spin.”

      David turned to his left to look at Segun with a smirk. In his mid-thirties, tall and athletic, his partner sported closely cropped hair and a shadow beard. People frequently commented on their resemblance, with their identical height of 6 feet 2 inches, similar build, and toffee brown complexion.

      With his spectacles, slightly broader nose and a thicker beard covering his face, David liked to imagine himself as Segun’s geekier look-alike, whom he loved and respected the most amongst his senior partners at Blossom Health.

      They’d attended the same University of Lagos, and although only two sets lower than Segun, David had looked up to him like he was a more senior colleague. In all honesty, Segun, the most esteemed plastic surgeon in Africa, influenced his career path.

      David shook his head. “I don’t think I can do this, guys. I’m not good with confrontation,” he said, trying to wriggle out of the responsibility they seemed to have unanimously given him.

      He wanted to be the hero, to sort out the problem facing the practice. But did he possess the persuasive skills needed for this?

      A year after completing his residency in plastic surgery at NYU Presbyterian, he joined Blossom Health, filled with enthusiasm.

      He was fully cognisant of the practice’s stellar reputation and held the medical team of Nigeria’s—and the whole of West Africa’s—most popular reconstructive centre in high esteem.

      As a recent board-certified plastic surgeon, he’d been eager to put his surgical skills to use and there was no better place to do it than Blossom Health.

      When Segun contacted him asking him to join their practice as a junior partner, David jumped at the opportunity. He had admired Segun’s work and dedication to reconstructive medicine since his residency days and felt honoured to be a part of the team.

      Having worked at Blossom Health for a little over six months, David could say without a sliver of doubt that he’d found the perfect practice to develop his plastics skills. The doctors were not only highly skilled, but professional and friendly.

      Moreover, he adored the substantial workload, the enthusiastic team he was surrounded by, and the potential for career development granted by his partners. They had trusted him as the chief surgeon to work on the reconstructive repair of the practice’s first ever separation of conjoined twins.

      Thrilled at the opportunity’s challenge, David also revelled in the chance to showcase his skills to his peers. A complete success. The surgery was broadcasted on TV and social media pages, propelling him to the position of one of Africa’s most esteemed plastic surgeons. His name had become widely recognised among important names in the medical field.

      Why did he have to be the one dealing with an unhinged woman hellbent on grinding their practice into dust?

      A cough sounded from the end of the table, drawing his attention to Dr Tunde Edun, the most senior partner of the practice. In his late thirties, he was dark-skinned, with a shaved head and greying beard. Despite the touch of maturity lent by his facial hair, Tunde’s muscular physique exuded a vibrant, youthful energy.

      No matter how many times they teased him about dying his beard, Tunde remained steadfast. The salt-and-pepper look gave him an elder statesman credibility.

      “Dave, all we’re asking is for you to meet this woman and get a feel for her issue with Blossom Health,” he said, fiddling with his wristwatch. “She’s bashing us relentlessly on her podcast, and we need it to stop.”

      “So why not go through the courts? A cease-and-desist kinda thing?” David asked, still perplexed. He still didn’t understand how he could help.

      Tunde shrugged. “We may have to go down that road eventually,” he said. “But the woman has said nothing incriminating to justify doing so. She just keeps advising people to stop coming here for cosmetic surgery because of the potential risks. She has never made direct claims of anyone being hurt here.”

      David sighed. He had heard about the woman vaguely from his ex-girlfriend Anita, who’d shown him a snippet of her podcast filled with criticism about cosmetic surgery.

      Something about watching her talk had unnerved him at the time, but he’d quickly dismissed the feeling and gone back to reading his thriller fiction novel. Now, his practice needed him to solve the problem, and he was unnerved all over again.

      “What makes you think I’ll be able to get her to listen?” he asked.

      “Because we believe in your persuasive power,” Oke replied. “You were successful in persuading Mrs Ibeziako to avoid undergoing another unnecessary surgery.”

      David’s lips twitched. Convincing the sixty-year-old, who had a cosmetic surgery addiction, not to get a cheekbone implant, hadn’t been easy.

      The other partners had tried. And failed. Instinctively, he’d used the most reliable tactic ever—flattery. Pretending to be attracted to her, he told her how beautiful she was and that he rated her a perfect 10. Before he knew it, the woman agreed she didn’t need surgery and cancelled her appointment with the screening psychologist.

      His persuasive skills had worked then, but that was far different from trying to calm down an irate woman with a hard-on for Blossom Health.

      David knew how to flatter women, flirt, make women feel—and look—beautiful. But calming them down? Not so much.

      “If you don’t think it’s as serious as we believe, just look at her last podcast,” Oke continued, her tone imploring. She tapped her fingers on her phone and slid it towards him.

      David picked it up and fixed his eyes on the woman on YouTube. With an unwavering gaze, she spoke confidently, her tone evidencing complete commitment to her beliefs.

      “Money is the only motivation for these plastic surgeons who destroy lives. They take advantage of vulnerable men and women, disfigure them, distort their natural beauty, and sometimes, even kill them. My name is Uju Emordi and I’m dedicated to stopping every single one of these quacks. I’ll not quit until every cosmetic surgery centre in Nigeria is closed down for good.”

      His heart flip-flopped and his belly tumbled as he watched. Something about her intimidated him. She spoke with passion and determination, yes. But he also felt a strange pull to her through the phone screen—an indescribable magnetic tug towards her. One so powerful he worried she’d be the one convincing him instead of the other way round.

      Although she was beautiful, David knew it had nothing to do with her smooth brown skin, her pretty oval-shaped face, the hazel hue of her eyes, or the mass of thick curls that cascaded from her head like flowers from a vase.

      Just like the first time he’d seen her on Anita’s phone, the strange sensation overtook him anew. An eery sense of déjà vu, as if they had a shared history whose details he should remember but couldn’t.

      “As you can see, she’s on a quest to close us down and we can’t let her think all we do here is give people fatter bums and bigger breasts,” Oke said when the catchy jingle that followed the video ended. “We need to show her there’s much more to reconstructive surgery. That we’re also a valid part of the medical team.”

      “And if there’s anyone who can do it, it’s you,” Segun added.

      David swallowed nervously as he handed Oke back her phone, resisting the urge to peek at the woman on the screen again as she raged about plastic surgery destroying lives in another video.

      Man, that woman scared the crap out of him, and he couldn’t figure out why. Still, he didn’t believe in her cause. He’d witnessed the life-changing impact he and his colleagues made daily in correcting deformities. In a way, he had a duty to enlighten the woman and others who believed their work focused solely on BBLs, face lifts, and breast augmentations.

      Day after day, they put in tireless effort to mend the damages inflicted by burns, knife injuries, botched cosmetic surgeries, and various other types of wounds. Dismissing them and attempting to trivialise the impact of plastic surgery seemed unfair.

      Whoever this Uju Emordi was, she needed her eyes opened to a different perspective. Much as his nerves squirmed at him being the messenger, David knew he must. “Fine,” he said, exhaling with a sense of resignation. “I’ll do it.”

      The cheering from his fellow partners at Blossom Health made him smile. Although he felt a tad uncomfortable to be the one to put out this fire, he’d take one for the team.
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      Uju closed her eyes, feeling the gentle touch of the makeup artist’s brush dusting her face with powder.

      She didn’t bother checking her reflection in the mirror, indifferent to the outcome. She was here for a crucial television interview at Sunsets in Lagos, hosted by the queen of Nigerian talk shows, Adanna Ezenna. Her appearance ranked low on the list compared to the urgency she felt in delivering her important message to a larger audience than her own podcast audience.

      While Uju thought of herself as attractive, she rarely focused on her looks. Many people said her tall, slender physique, along with her rich cocoa-brown complexion, high cheekbones, and strikingly sharp hazel eyes, made her an ideal candidate to model.

      No matter how flattering the compliments, she dismissed them, having no interest whatsoever in any career choice that centred on fashion or a woman’s physical appearance. Not her cup of tea. Instead of glamorous attire and expensive wigs, she felt most at ease in jeans, t-shirts, sneakers, and her proudly flaunted afro.

      Not that she criticised women who preferred to dress up or harboured feelings of superiority towards them. In fact, quite the opposite. She admired women who effortlessly chose clothes that flattered their figures, hairstyles that played up their facial features, and shoes that complemented their outfits.

      Growing up with her only sibling, older brother Ozioma, Uju had simply embraced her tomboy nature. She enjoyed sports, outdoor activities, and could often be found climbing trees, chasing animals, and practicing martial arts with him.

      No matter how hard she tried to blend in with the girls throughout primary and secondary school, she always found herself on the outskirts, left out. Not sharing their enthusiasm for fashion and other girly things that they effortlessly bonded over, Uju was the odd one out.

      Similarly, her relationship with boys was equally tumultuous. Initially, she’d find them enjoyable company. But then, they’d develop a physical attraction towards her and harass her.

      So, to blend in and avoid unwarranted attention, she simply downplayed her physical appearance, wearing baggy clothes whenever she went to play basketball or football with the guys. Still, she felt different, never quite relaxed with them.

      Things changed when she met Bisola Alade at the University of Lagos. A girl just like her who enjoyed sports, but was also into fashion and makeup. They became as close as sisters and inseparable, doing everything together.

      Bisola took it upon herself to teach her the secrets of styling her afro, dressing in clothes that flattered her figure, and mastering the art of makeup. She helped her break out of her awkward shell and get better at socialising with other women.

      Uju had to swallow hard to hold back the tears when she thought of her friend. Even after six months, the pain of losing Bisola stung her like an open wound. One minute, she was all set for a Christmas trip with Bisola, and then, bam! She got the news her friend had passed away.

      Such a pointless tragedy. If only Bisola had told her about scheduling cosmetic surgery. Maybe she could have talked her out of it, convinced her not to let her philandering boyfriend make her insecure. Make her see she didn’t need a bigger butt. She needed a bigger man.

      Uju worried the inside of her mouth with her teeth, annoyed all over again. If Bisola didn’t know any better, the plastic surgeon should have discouraged her. Instead, he’d taken her money and killed her on his operating table. Evil bastard. Just like the rest of them.

      And now, to think that Dr David Njokwu had the audacity to email her podcast asking to meet. She would rather chew glass than sit in the same room with him—the same guy who’d French-kissed her at a party years ago, and then, walked right past her the very next day without so much as a hello.

      Now he wanted to talk? No bloody way!

      Seeing his email had shocked her. At first, she was sceptical, but her doubts vanished when she saw his name boldly signed at the bottom of the email.

      

      
        
        Dr David Chinonso Njokwu

        Consultant Plastic Surgeon

        Blossom Health Reconstructive Centre

        Lagos, Nigeria.

      

      

      A meeting to talk, my arse!

      If he thought he could change her mind about destroying Blossom Health and every other cosmetic surgery centre in Nigeria, he would wait forever.

      No one could divert her from her number one mission—to shut them all down. She would continue her public campaign until someone who could stop these money-hungry surgeons paid attention.

      “Please close your eyes so I can use the setting spray,” her makeup artist Louisa said, drawing Uju from her thoughts.

      Nodding, she did as told and held her breath as the mist from the aerosol settled on her face.

      “Okay, ma. You can open your eyes and take a look.”

      Uju’s eyes fluttered open, and she gazed at her reflection in the mirror. “Wow! You’ve done an amazing job, Louisa.”

      “You like it?”

      “Yes! It’s perfect. Thank you.”

      Although she’d initially been reluctant to subject herself to the glam team for this interview, she was glad she’d listened to Adanna Ezenna and done it. The outcome left her speechless and gave her a surge of confidence.

      Louisa had transformed her face into a movie-star worthy look using neutral make-up colours. She’d also arranged her hair into an intricate updo, accentuated by a bejewelled hair clip that mirrored the shimmer of her eyeshadow.

      The foundation Louisa selected perfectly matched her skin tone and blended seamlessly, enhancing her facial features and highlighting her cheekbones. Her choice of lipstick, a blend of brown and peach, made her already full lips appear even more pouty. Indeed, Louisa had done a fantastic job.

      “You’re welcome, ma,” Louisa said, packing her makeup kit into the massive bag on the dressing table. “I hope you have a great time on the show.”

      “Fingers crossed. I’m nervous.”

      “Don’t be. I’m a fan of your podcast. I’m sure you’ll be amazing out there.”

      “Oh,” Uju said, deeply touched by the kind words. “Thank you so much for your confidence in me.”

      Hopefully, she wouldn’t let Louisa or anyone else down today. Despite feeling anxious about appearing on cable television and being viewed by people all over Africa, she remained resolute in her mission to raise awareness on the perils of plastic surgery. Maybe if Bisola had heard such a message, she would still be alive today.

      Several minutes later, Uju stood by the entrance of the Sunsets in Lagos studio, next to the producer, a lanky man in faded jeans and a white t-shirt. She could feel her heart pounding with nerves as she waited to be called in.

      Taking slow breaths to calm her anxiety, she scanned the stage and observed the host, Adanna Ezenna, sitting on an orange cushioned seat behind a sleek glass table, her voice soothing and confident as she spoke to her audience.

      Behind her, a vibrant backdrop screen showcased the picturesque Lagos skyline, with the words Sunsets in Lagos shimmering and flashing intermittently in bold letters. Uju dreamed of creating a platform like Adanna’s, where she could have a strong presence and address important issues on a similar television program.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome Uju Emordi, the chief anchor of the popular podcast Against the Wind,” Adanna said with a broad smile.

      “Now, it’s action time,” the producer whispered, gently patting her shoulder as she stepped onto the stage.

      Uju held her breath, the deafening cheers from the live audience filling her ears as she made her way across the stage. She finally reached Adanna and embraced her, before finding her place in the orange seat beside her.

      “Welcome to Sunsets in Lagos,” Adanna said once the cheering died down.

      “Thank you.” Uju flashed a bright smile. “I’m honoured to be here.”

      Adanna turned to the audience, her flawlessly made-up oval face gleaming from the reflection of the bright lighting from the ceiling. “Ladies and gentlemen, our guest, Uju Emordi, has a master’s degree in journalism. She’s a human rights activist and someone whose podcast I’ve followed for quite some time. By selecting trending topics, she initiates passionate public discussions that compel the entire country to pay attention.” Adanna paused as a wave of cheering erupted in the studio.

      The audience’s reception overwhelmed Uju, heating up her cheeks. She hadn’t expected this level of response at all.

      Once the room quieted, Adanna continued. “The latest focus of Against the Wind explores the rise of cosmetic surgery in the country and sheds light on the risks involved.”

      Adanna subtly turned her body towards Uju, positioning her face halfway between looking at her and the audience. “So, Uju, please, can you tell us why this is so important to you?”

      Uju inhaled deeply, trying to calm the wave of anxiety washing over her.

      Here it was—the gigantic opportunity she’d been aching for. A chance to get it all off her chest, to speak her mind about the dangers of cosmetic surgery and the precious life it stole from her. She had to make this count and deliver her message to the millions of viewers with eloquence and persuasion. Convincing just one person to forego altering their natural body with plastic surgery would be a victory. For her, but most of all, for her best friend.
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      The joyful barking of his fox terrier Chewy was always a welcome homecoming. The sound brought back memories of when he first brought her home two years ago.

      Her previous owner, a neighbour who moved abroad, had left her behind. For days on end, David had endured the ceaseless barking echoing from the apartment below, prompting him to take matters into his own hands and investigate.

      To his horror, he’d found a dog inside a cage in the empty apartment, looking deserted, miserable, and emaciated. With no one else in the multi-apartment complex willing to claim her, David had taken her in and adopted her.

      He named her Chewy because she had a tendency to sink her teeth into anything nearby whenever she felt anxious.

      Adjusting to life as a dog owner was a challenge with the constant barking and endless shedding. Training an abandoned dog and helping her regain trust after being deserted had been a difficult and heartbreaking process.

      It took a considerable amount of time, but David’s patience and dedication had paid off. Now, he couldn’t envision his life without Chewy. She was family, like his own flesh and blood, and she’d quickly turned his three-bedroom bachelor flat in Ibeju-Lekki into a home.

      David grinned at the thought as he pressed the keycard against the sensor. The second he opened the door to his three-bedroom apartment, Chewy hurled herself at him.

      Catching the furry bundle in his arms, David chuckled at the excited swipes of her tongue all over his face and ran his fingers through her short coat and sighed.

      This dog had saved his life, given him a stability he hadn’t experienced since leaving his family in Onitsha to pursue his dreams of being a plastic surgeon.

      Only loneliness and isolation had accompanied him when he moved to Lagos for his medical degree, and then, the US for his residency. To fill the void, he’d resorted to drinking, womanising, and partying.

      And when his father was killed in a car accident during his final year of medical school, he really spiralled. His family had kept the terrible news from him for a month, waiting until he finished his exams.

      The weight of his grief pushed him further and further over the edge, his anger spilling over to his mother and brothers for keeping him in the dark. Yes, he understood their reasons intellectually, but not emotionally.

      Guilt ate away at him for going away to the US to further his medical career, making him even more distant from his family. All the negative emotions swept him deeper into the nightlife where alcohol, drugs and fast women overtook him.

      Then, came the gunshots in a club, taking the life of his friend and missing him by inches. Rather than waking him up, the experience catapulted him into fantasies of abandoning his dreams entirely and crawling back home to his family. But fate had other plans, and by some miracle, he pushed through and finished his residency before returning to Nigeria.

      Still, his risky adventures persisted. He needed them to numb his mind, to camouflage the setbacks life threw at him, and so, he rebuffed his family’s persistent appeals to curb his recklessness, to return to Onitsha, and rebuild his life there.

      Instead, he’d moved to Lagos, moonlighting as a general surgeon in various hospitals instead of focusing on his speciality in plastic surgery.

      Adopting Chewy had changed everything. He’d got a new lease on life, found a renewed sense of purpose that pulled him from the depths of darkness he’d sunken into.

      Being responsible for another being gave him no choice but to turn his life around. And so he did, cutting off bad friends, ending his self-destructive risk-taking, and instead, building a stable and fulfilling life. No more club hopping, no more alcohol binging, no more impulsive, risk-seeking holidays.

      He also resurrected his dream of a career in plastic surgery, and within a few months, an offer from Blossom Health came his way. A sign from the universe that he was on the right track.

      “I’m so glad to see you, my baby,” he cooed, pressing his lips on his dog’s fur and grinning as he made his way down the corridor.

      At the sitting room entrance, his legs and his smile froze as his eyes collided with a woman reclining on the sofa. His heart sank.

      Anita Udi.

      What the hell? They’d broken up a month ago. What part of that didn’t she get?

      She’d been his on-again, off-again girlfriend for four years until he’d decided to end ties completely. She was no good for him, nor he for her.

      They’d met in New York and immediately bonded over sex and weed. With nothing else in common, they hardly ever did anything else.

      Anita was a wannabe actress who returned to Nigeria with him to pursue her Nollywood dreams, since Hollywood hadn’t panned out.

      She had used him for discounted cosmetic surgeries at Blossom Health, and he’d used her when loneliness overtook him and he needed a woman in his bed.

      But weeks ago, a sense of dissatisfaction with the arrangement had crept up on him. Thoughts of his future occupied his mind, one without meaningless relationships leading nowhere. A longing for more took root in his heart.

      So, he’d ended it with Anita. He’d treated her to a lovely dinner date so they could discuss the unhealthiness of their relationship. She’d seemed to agree, and they’d agreed to end things. Had he missed something?

      What on earth was she doing here uninvited on a Friday evening?

      “Hey, babe, what’s up?” she said, beaming as she stretched her feet across his pristine white sofa, lowering a fashion magazine to the tea table.

      David suppressed a sigh, fighting the impulse to snap. First, he wasn’t her ‘babe’. And never had been, if he was being totally honest. He’d never really liked the endearment, and it certainly didn’t fit now that they weren’t together.

      Second, he cringed seeing feet on his couch. The room was a monochromatic study with snowy white walls, plush carpeting, and furniture. His friends and family frequently joked about his hospital-like colour palette, but he didn’t care. Whenever he walked into the room, a sense of serenity enveloped him.

      Anita knew full well he despised her habit of resting her feet on the sofa, yet she’d never paid any heed. Like now.

      God! He didn’t need this shit after a gruelling day of back-to-back surgeries. His last, a breast reconstruction surgery had been a tricky correction of a botched job by another surgeon. It had taken him more time than usual to fix the mess, and he was exhausted from the effort.

      He’d looked forward to relaxing with a drink while waiting the delivery of the fried chicken wings and coleslaw from Chicken Republic. So much for a quiet night.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked, trying to stem the ire in his voice.

      “What do you mean? I just wanted to hang out with you tonight,” Anita said, clearly oblivious to his irritation.

      “Without calling first?” he muttered, setting Chewy down.

      The dog dashed to her designated white cushion and settled herself, but kept a suspicious eye trained on Anita. Chewy had never really taken to her, which should’ve told him something long ago.

      “Can’t I even visit you anymore? You’re being annoying right now.”

      David expelled a rush of air from his lungs. “No, you can’t visit unannounced anymore, Anita. It’s over between us. Besides, you told me you lost the spare keycard to my apartment. Why did you lie?”

      “I didn’t lie. I found it today, Dave. Chill out.”

      He made a disbelieving sound, but she ignored him. “So, why don’t you want to see me? Are you already dating someone else? Just a month after breaking up with me? Na wa o. You move fast.”

      “No, Anita. I’m not dating anyone else. And even if I was, it’s none of your business.”

      “Haba. Why so harsh? Are you really telling me you’re not happy to see me here?”

      Sitting up, she spread her legs, causing her short dress to ride even higher and revealing her bare crotch to him. “Are you really going to turn this down?” She puckered her lips, giving him a come-hither look.

      David shook his head, irritated by her antics. However, he didn’t entirely blame Anita for thinking sex might change his mind about their breakup. After all, the relationship had been a four-year rollercoaster of a ride—breakups, sex, and makeups. Over and over again.

      Many times, he’d caved and given in to her guileless seduction, ignoring his resolution for a clean break, and taking Anita straight to bed for a romp between the sheets before ending their sexual tryst by sharing a blunt.

      But no more. This time around, he wasn’t even remotely interested. He wanted a new life and Anita didn’t feature in it.

      “Anita,” he began softly, hoping to drive the message home once and for all. “I don’t want you here. We agreed not to see each other any longer, remember?”

      She frowned and let out a hiss. “You don’t get to end things with me. A whole Anita Udi.” She rose to her feet, sweeping her hands over her full hourglass figure. “Do you know how many men would die for a taste of this?”

      David’s eyes followed the movement of her hands. Anita was absolutely right. She was beautiful, with smooth, light brown skin, a pretty face, and a gorgeous body perfected on his surgical table.

      Many, he was certain. Since theirs had been a rocky, uncommitted relationship, he’d neither offered his, nor expected, her fidelity.

      Despite routinely practising safe sex, there’d been a few slip-ups. He’d breathed heavy sighs of relief when the battery of STD tests he’d done after their breakup came back negative. That massive stroke of luck reinforced his determination to change his previous lifestyle of meaningless sexual encounters. The risks outweighed the benefits.

      Consequently, he’d been celibate for an entire month now and vowed to be in a healthy monogamous relationship before becoming sexually active again. “Listen, I know … you’re beautiful and deserve someone who loves you–”

      Her mirthless laughter cut him off. “Who said anything about love?” She shook her head, a smirk on her lips. “You men sef. You can’t stand a woman as sexually adventurous as you. Hypocrisy, that’s what it is. Now, you’re suddenly interested in love, eh?” She clapped her hands dramatically. “Well, not me. I don’t want a relationship. My acting career is my focus right now.”

      “And I support that wholeheartedly, Anita. Your dreams are valid, and I’m sure you’ll achieve them.”

      She stopped him with a wave of her hand. “I know, but can’t I have fun in the meantime? I just want a man that’s good in bed like you. Someone who knows how to have a great time.” Her tone dropped an octave lower as she batted her eyelashes at him. “Why can’t we continue what we have going on?”

      David shook his head. “No, Anita. I’m thirty-four years old and have never been in love, which is pathetic.”

      She scoffed. “Love is overrated, Dave. I’ve been there, done that with nothing to show for it but a broken heart.”

      “Don’t say that, Anita. Lanre isn’t the only man in the world.”

      “I know that. That’s why I’m here to see you.”

      David smirked, twisting his lips. “Love never really featured in our relationship. Only sex.”

      “So? What’s wrong with that? Can’t we do it one more time?” She eyed him sceptically for several seconds, her face filled with doubts. “One for the road, big guy. What do you say?”

      Again, he couldn’t fault her persistence. He’d encouraged it with his repeated weakness at the slightest temptation. But that was over. He shook his head again. “Nope.”

      “So, I drove all the way for absolutely nothing. Not even a proper goodbye,” she said with a scowl.

      “Sorry, Anita. Not tonight. Or ever again. It’s over.”

      She let out a harrumph, then snatched her purse off the sofa and swung it over her shoulder. Hips swaying side to side, she strutted towards him and halted right in front of him.

      “Call me when you change your mind … like you usually do,” she said with a self-assuredness he totally understood given the merry-go-round that had been their relationship.

      With a final icy glare, she sashayed past him and slipped into her red stilettos at the corner of the room. She reached for the door handle, her movement sluggish as if waiting for him to relent.

      “Anita,” he called out.

      She turned towards him, a triumphant smile on her face. “I knew it,” she burst out, snapping her fingers in victory. “Couldn’t resist all this, could you?”

      “My keycard,” he said, walking toward her and holding out his hand.

      Smile disappearing, Anita sucked her teeth loudly as she dug her hand into her purse and fished the keycard out. Ignoring his outstretched hand, she tossed it on the floor between them, then turned and slammed the door on her way out.

      David sighed and released a ragged breath, praying she’d finally got the message. He’d hoped that things wouldn’t end sour between them, but maybe that ship had sailed. Still, he wished her well. Anita needed to move on … for both their sakes.

      She needed to find someone on the same uncommitted page as she. And he … well, he wanted to stop running away from life and embrace a more meaningful future.

      After a relaxing shower, David slumped onto the sitting room sofa with a glass of water and an apple, ready to wind down for the weekend. He set Chewy on his knee, absentmindedly caressing the dog as he reached for the TV remote at the tea table by his side.

      A quick glance at the wall clock told him his food would arrive in about twenty minutes, so he reclined the seat and switched on the TV, eager to catch up with the news.

      Scrolling absently through the channels, his heart suddenly lurched. He blinked once, twice. But the image remained.

      Uju Emordi. On the set of Sunsets in Lagos, being interviewed by the widely popular Adana Ezenna.

      The breath trapped in his chest as he increased the volume, his eyes latched onto Blossom Health’s nemesis. How could anyone so dangerous be so breathtakingly beautiful? God!

      Her silver dress draped elegantly over her torso, drawing his attention to the alluring hint of cleavage. Even though concealed under the table, he could envision the dress hugging the rest of her just as enticingly.

      Her make-up was flawless, highlighting the perfect angles of her cheekbones with her lips coated in a shade of brown and peach that showcased their plump fullness. And dear lord, her eyes—an arresting light brown that looked almost feline in its pale contrast to her dark brown skin. Her hair, styled intricately atop her head, exuded a regal vibe that inspired him to bow down in worship.

      If he didn’t know any better, he’d swear he had time travelled back to ancient Egypt to witness the exquisite beauty of Cleopatra herself.

      Uju Emordi was undeniably drop-dead gorgeous. But so were many women. What about the mere sight of her completely enthralled and discombobulated him?

      His reaction made zero sense. Especially as he didn’t know her, and what he did know, he didn’t like. The woman’s life mission consisted of his and all cosmetic surgeons’ extinction, for goodness’ sake. As if on cue, she spoke.

      “A very close friend of mine died from complications of a butt lift performed by a quack.” Her voice came soft but husky, echoing through his sitting room and reminding David of his favourite musician, Simi. The sultry sound sizzled through him like an electric current. “She was only twenty-eight and her life was cut short. Just like that,” she continued, snapping a finger.

      Something about her wavering tone and the sombre, almost empty look in her eyes struck David. His stomach clenched, imagining how devastating her loss must have been.

      “She was a brilliant investment banker, great at basketball and badminton, a wonderful daughter, and sister.” Uju drew in a sharp breath, her shoulders sagging and tears clouding her eyes. “And the best friend I could ever ask for.”

      Within seconds, her shoulders straightened and her jaw hardened. “Those murderers, known as plastic surgeons, took millions of Naira from her, cut her up and killed her right on the operating table. She … she didn’t even come out of the hospital alive.”

      Adana Ezenna plucked a tissue from the table beside her and offered it to Uju. She kneaded the other woman’s shoulder and shook her head. “My Lord, that must have been so hard for you and her family.”

      “Yes, devastating,” Uju said, dabbing her eyes. “These cosmetic surgery centres are springing up at an alarming rate all over … Lagos, Abuja. They’ve even infiltrated non-cosmopolitan parts of the country, like Nsukka. Can you imagine? Ridiculous!” Her lips twisted in disgust. “And do you know what the most unfortunate thing about it is?”

      “What?” David only realised he had spoken out loud when Chewy lifted her head at the sound.

      “These centres are unregulated. No one is monitoring or evaluating their services to ensure they meet the required standards. Just anyone can open up a cosmetic surgery clinic these days.”

      “Seriously? No oversight?” Adanna asked.

      “None whatsoever. So if we want to save lives, we must stop them ourselves.” Uju turned and stared directly into the camera. “In the coming weeks, I’ve organized several protests in front of their clinics to get the word out. The first one targets the largest in Lagos. Blossom Health.”
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