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      Adaora looked out of the backseat window of the company car as it rolled through traffic at a slow pace. She could almost feel the perspiration trickling down her back.

      She stretched her neck to look at the thermostat. It was at the lowest alright. So why was she feeling so hot? Did it have anything to do with the fact that her insides felt like they were tied up in knots? Maybe. She took one of the documents out of her handbag and began to fan herself rapidly.

      Lagos traffic had not eased even though it was about nine-thirty in the morning. By this time on a Monday morning, people should be at work, which was why she scheduled her meetings after nine.

      She leaned back against the seat and closed her eyes. Since it looked like she’d be stuck for a bit, she figured she might as well unwind and kill some time. Except that, she couldn’t relax. The meeting was with Ikenna Kanu. Well, she knew him as Ikenna, but the rest of Nigeria knew him as the one and only Aristar, famous musician slash entertainer.

      Adaora could not believe that she was going to see him again. She had spent the last five years stalking him on Instagram, and now she was going to be seeing him face-to-face for the first time in twelve years.

      Her fingers hovered over her iPad mini as she suppressed the urge to check Ikenna’s Instagram page again. She had spent the day before scrutinising his profile using the fake account she’d set up for that specific reason.

      Ikenna had an entertaining page. It was filled with pictures of his various music projects, or of him with different women, who in her opinion, looked like typical video vixens with no brain cells. They were always scantily clad with big asses, big breasts, long fake hair and cheap nails. And the scandals, they were aplenty. Last year, she had read on a famous Nigerian blog that a lady had gone to the press claiming that he had fathered her child. A DNA test had however discredited her claims. Still, Adaora thought they had to have been close enough for the lady to even have the audacity to claim that Ikenna was the father.

      Glancing at her wristwatch, Adaora realised that it was now nine forty-five. She had fifteen minutes to get to the meeting before she would be late.

      “Are we close?” She asked Augustus, her assigned driver.

      “We don almost reach, madam,” he replied. “You no go late.”

      Adaora sighed. She hated being late, but with Lagos traffic, it was nearly always the case.

      Her mind drifted back to Ikenna.

      Is he seeing anyone?

      A mix of dread and repulsion reverberated through her at the thought. Even after so many years, imagining him with someone else always made her stomach churn. It didn’t make sense, she knew, but she couldn’t help herself.

      His team had hired her finance firm to handle his finances, and she was surprised to have been given the lead on the project.

      Did he know she worked at the firm? If so, did he insist that she be assigned to the project?

      She looked down at her iPad mini again and smiled. Her mind wandering to years ago when he was her mathematics tutor.

      Her father had hired Ikenna, his driver’s son, to help her prepare for her A-level exams, hoping to get her ready for her studies abroad. A naïve eighteen-year-old girl, she fell instantly in love the first time she laid eyes on him.

      On the evening her father introduced them, she recalled being captivated by his good looks. She was not sure what she had expected to see in a maths tutor, but she had certainly not expected the gorgeous guy who stood in front of her. He was tall with dark brown skin, had a thick afro that framed his long face, and a smile that revealed even white teeth. To her, his most attractive features were his thick eyelashes and his beautiful golden eyes.

      When he spoke to her, her heart had fluttered violently, and nervous energy had buzzed in her stomach. She remembered being utterly mesmerised.

      From that meeting, Adaora had known that he would come to mean a lot to her, but she could never have guessed how much. She had never been attracted to anyone before meeting Ikenna. And now, at thirty, even twelve years later, she was yet to meet anyone who had that kind of effect on her.

      Ikenna had captivated her naïve heart, and the effect had been long-lasting. Since their romance ended, she had dated three different guys, but none of them could compare to the thrill she felt just thinking about him or hearing his voice.

      Even with her last boyfriend, she came close to a serious relationship, but an invisible barrier stopped her from being fully vulnerable. She knew deep down in her heart that Ikenna was the reason for her reservations. He had shattered her completely when he left her that fateful night before she travelled to London for university twelve years ago.

      It had been an abrupt and painful severance, and as a teenager, she’d been unable to deal with the grief.

      Without her father and brothers’ support, the pain might have consumed her entirely.

      She smiled, thinking about her father. Chief Ofor Obi was among the wealthiest men in Enugu. He had built his fortune through the import and export of cars and expanded it with a thriving transportation business. His fleet of buses crisscrossed the highways from Enugu to Lagos, Abuja, and other major cities across Nigeria.

      Adaora, his only daughter and the youngest of three children, wanted for nothing. Her brothers, the twins Nnamdi and Chuma, eight years older, were in London, enrolled in master’s programs for business when Ikenna broke her heart.

      Her mother had died suddenly from an anaphylactic reaction to medication when Adaora was just two years old. Though she had no memory of her, Adaora carried a photograph of her mother in her wallet—a fragile tether to the woman she had been told possessed the kindest heart and bore a striking resemblance to her.

      Chief Obi never remarried. Adaora knew he enjoyed an active social life, yet he had never found someone he wished to make his wife. For years, it had been the four of them against the world: her father, her brothers, and herself.

      Until Ikenna.

      “Madam, we don reach o!” Augustus announced with a sigh, interrupting her thoughts.

      She looked at her watch. It was nine fifty-five. Adaora felt her heart rate pick up again. She was going to be on his territory now. She was going to see him again. Will he be here, or will he send someone instead? Did he set this up? Would he even remember me? These questions raced through her mind as she stepped out of the car.

      She gazed at Ikenna’s four-storey office building. Impressive, she thought, admiring the building’s architecture. It was modern with just enough culture to give it a genuine Nigerian feel. At the top of the building, an enormous sign with Aristar Studios written in big, bold gold letters swivelled against the wind. Made of marble, the building’s walls reflected the sunlight, while the roof was crafted in the shape of a lion’s head. A smile curved her lips. How appropriate, she felt like she was actually entering a lion’s den.

      “I go wait for you outside madam,” the driver said.

      “Thank you, Augustus,” Adaora said, handing him five hundred naira. “Here, buy some breakfast for yourself.”

      He thanked her, bowing his head many times.

      Adaora walked into the reception area. “I’m here to see Mr Kanu or members of his team. I’m the finance advisor from Zenith firm.”

      “Oh, welcome, Miss Obi. We’ve been expecting you,” the receptionist said, smiling back at her and picking up the phone. “I’ll let him know you’re here.”

      Adaora studied her as she spoke on the phone. She was an attractive, light-skinned young lady, who Adaora guessed was perhaps in her early twenties.

      “He’ll see you now Miss Obi,” the receptionist finally said, hanging up the phone and standing to her feet. “If you’ll please come with me.” Adaora followed her.

      “I hope you found your way here with no problems,” the receptionist asked Adaora with a smile. “I know the traffic is bad around here, but where in Lagos is there no traffic eh?”

      Adaora simply smiled back at her. What a delightful receptionist Ikenna had.

      Being so close to seeing Ikenna sent a thrill through her, making her heart feel like it might leap out of her chest.

      Following the receptionist down the hallway, she took slow breaths in and out, attempting to steady her nerves, her palms beginning to sweat.

      Reaching the door, Adaora paused as the receptionist tapped on it with her knuckles. She held her breath, gazing at the white wood, a silent partition between her and the famous musician, whose goodbye had caused her such sorrow.

      “Come in.”

      God! His voice.

      Adaora’s stomach jumped, her skin breaking into a sudden sweat.

      The door opened to reveal a large studio with many computerised musical machines and a big state-of-the-art, modern-looking equipment.

      “Miss Obi is here, Mr Kanu,” the receptionist announced.

      Adaora walked into the room, her heart pounding like a drum against her ribs. There he stood, silent and still right across the room from her, holding a saxophone.

      Ikenna Kanu.

      The man who she’d spent years trying to get over.

      Their gazes locked for a few seconds.

      “Thank you, Mary,” Ikenna said to the receptionist.

      Mary offered a brief nod and said, “You’re welcome,” before turning and exiting the room, leaving her alone with Ikenna for the first time in twelve years.

      Ikenna’s face broke into a huge smile. “Ada! Na you be this? Long-time no see!”

      

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Ikenna’s heart lurched in his chest. It had been twelve years since he’d last seen Adaora. Twelve long years since he’d had the pleasure of being in the same room with her.

      And, God! She was still beautiful. So breathtaking, his respiratory efforts seemed unable to function.

      Even though he’d spent four months planning this meeting, his mind still hadn’t prepared him for the reality of seeing her again.

      As she stood across from him, he studied the way the sunlight caught her braided hair like a halo. How apt. She looked ethereal. Out of this world gorgeous. She was still petite, about five feet four inches, barely reaching his chest, but she was no longer thin. Her body had matured into lovely curves, which suited her small frame. Her blue silk blouse with colourful embroidery at the top hugged her slender waist, and her black knee-length skirt fitted her round hips perfectly. She looked confident. In charge. And sexy as hell.

      His gaze drifted to her feet, where a pair of blue stilettos with their four-inch heels perfectly completed her look. It gave her a boost, but she was still several inches shorter than his over six-foot frame. He had always towered above her, and she had once confessed that she felt sheltered by his size.

      Ikenna fixed his gaze on the face that had haunted him for the past twelve years. Her heart-shaped face, framed by large, dark eyes, a small nose, and lips slick with pink lip gloss, was absolutely captivating.

      And those lips … he had kissed them countless times twelve years ago until they were bruised. He bit back a groan, suppressing the sudden uncontrollable urge to kiss them now.

      His Ada, the girl who had driven him to succeed because he never felt good enough for her. The girl who made him feel insecure. The only girl who made him aspire to be better.

      “Ikenna…” she whispered with a smile, jolting him out of his reverie. “I can see you are still never without your saxophone!”

      “As always!” he said, beaming. “Great to see you, Ada.”

      He came forward and embraced her, the floral scent of her perfume filling his senses.

      She pulled back quickly, and he noticed her eyes shift uncomfortably, the rapid thrum of her pulse a frantic rhythm against the skin of her neck.

      Had he made her uncomfortable? Or was it something else? Did she feel the same spike of electricity surging through him now?

      The brief contact with her had set his body aflame, and Ikenna felt like a teenager with his first crush all over again. She had always had this effect on him, reducing him to a bundle of nerves. After twelve years, being near her still made him lose control of his emotions. He was a millionaire now, for goodness’ sakes! He had attained the kind of success most Nigerian musicians could only dream about. He had almost everything he had ever wanted, but he still did not feel good enough for her. He could have any woman he wanted. Women threw themselves at him all the time. What was it about Adaora?

      “Let’s go into the conference room,” Ikenna said at last, breaking the thick, buzzing silence between them. “I’ll call my staff so they can be ready, and we can get down to business.”

      Business. Yes, business was safer than analysing the bewildering rush of feeling that rose in him the moment she stepped into the room. It was safer to anchor himself in purpose rather than confront the confusion of seeing her again after twelve long years.

      He felt Adaora’s gaze on him steady as he lowered his saxophone carefully into its carrier and pulled out his phone. The small motions felt heavier under her attention, his fingers suddenly aware of themselves.

      He knew he looked good today. The loose African-print shirt, the well-fitted jeans, the confidence that came from a body he’d kept disciplined and strong. Even beneath the relaxed drape of his shirt, the lines of his chest and arms were unmistakable. He hadn’t left any of it to chance.

      He had approached today with the precision of a soldier preparing for war.

      The outfit.

      The shoes.

      The careful combing-out of his Afro until every tight curl sat exactly the way he liked it. Exactly the way she used to like it. The memory of her fingers sinking into his hair, tugging lightly as she laughed, was one he never fully shook off. Even the trip to the salon earlier to shape his beard and moustache had been deliberate. Every detail had a purpose.

      He wanted to look his best when he saw her. He wanted her to see what he had become.

      When he ended the call and finally turned back to her, his heart slammed painfully against his ribs. Adaora stood there, her expression unguarded, her lips parted slightly. The admiration in her eyes wasn’t subtle. She wasn’t even trying to hide it. And the way her gaze lingered … she had been looking at his mouth.

      A slow heat crawled up his spine.

      Did she remember?

      The many stolen kisses under the old mango tree behind her house? The way she used to sigh against his lips as though breathing him in could keep her alive?

      Had she spent even a fraction of the last twelve years thinking about him, the way he had spent them trying—and failing—to forget her?

      “Ada … let’s head to the conference room now. They’re already waiting,” he said, placing a hand at the small of her back as he guided her out of the room.

      The hallway felt colder than the studio they’d just left. Or maybe it was simply the shift from the intimacy of memory to the formality of what was ahead. He pushed open the door to the large conference room where three men and two women sat around a long mahogany table, their voices fading as they turned toward them.

      He introduced her one by one.

      Uche, the tall, thin man closest to the door was his manager. A sharp-eyed and dependable friend and confidant.

      Kola and Amaka were his producer and image consultant, respectively.

      Ndidi, his ever-efficient personal assistant.

      And Toni, his secondary producer and songwriter.

      Ikenna watched Adaora move through the room with effortless grace, greeting his team warmly, her smile disarming, her small jokes drawing chuckles. She blended into the camaraderie so naturally that it tugged at something deep in his chest. It reminded him of Enugu, of how his friends used to adore her, how easily she became the sun in any space she entered.

      The meeting itself went smoothly. Investment ideas circulated across the table. Documents were passed to Adaora with folders detailing years of transactions, expenditures, and scattered attempts at financial discipline. She received them with professional interest, already mentally planning when she would dive into them.

      Ikenna mostly remained quiet. He listened. And watched.

      He watched the way she analysed numbers with calm confidence. He watched his staff nod thoughtfully at her suggestions. And somewhere between her flipping the pages and the others agreeing with her recommendations, something tightened in him, something that recognised just how much he needed her expertise.

      Generosity had always been his nature. Growing up poor had carved into him a need to pull others out of the same pit he’d escaped. But over the years, people had learned to read that softness as weakness. They came with stories, with needs, with expectations. And because he remembered what hunger felt like, opened his hands too easily.

      Paying school fees for over twenty young people in Aba, helping relatives, sponsoring small businesses, covering emergency medical bills … all worthy causes. But they drained him. And because he trusted Ndidi to handle most of the transactions, he rarely stopped to examine the details. Now the cracks were showing. Money was slipping away faster than he earned it.

      He’d finally admitted the truth: his passion was music, not investing. He had never paid serious attention to building wealth, to long-term planning, to stability.

      All of that changed the day his father fell ill.

      He remembered the call vividly. Dike’s shaky voice had broken through the noise on set as cameras rolled for “Shake It Baby.” Their father had wandered off from home. By the time they found him in Abakpa Nike days later, confused and disoriented, the diagnosis followed swiftly. He had Alzheimer’s.

      The news gutted him.

      At first, he’d been furious with Dike for keeping the early signs to himself. But anger cracked open into guilt. Had he been coming home more often, had he looked closely instead of chasing performance dates and tours, he would have seen the decline himself. Instead, he’d been living out of suitcases while his father’s memory faded room by room.

      After the hospital stay, he brought his father to the big house he’d bought in Independence Layout. He installed surveillance cameras around the compound accessible from anywhere in the country, and hired home nurses to ensure his father was never alone. Standing in that house, listening to the beeping of medical equipment, his perspective about family altered permanently.

      He needed to make changes.

      To visit more.

      To cut off parasites and friends who only stayed for fame, women who only stayed for money.

      To get his finances in order so he could always provide his father the care he deserved.

      And after long conversations with Dike, he agreed to invest in his brother’s fast-rising construction business too, one of the few things that gave him a sense of building something solid, something lasting.

      That trip to Enugu stirred up memories he thought time had buried. Long-lost laughter. Mango-tree kisses. Promises whispered in the dark. Memories of Adaora filtered through his mind with a sweetness that hurt more than it comforted.

      By the time he returned to Lagos, the decision had already formed.

      He had to find her.

      He needed closure if he was ever going to move forward. He was thirty-four, successful, admired, and deeply alone. He had tried to date, of course. There had been flings, nights of distraction, women who wanted a piece of the star but not the man. But whenever anyone tried to get too close, whenever he sensed attachment, he pulled away. Ended things. Shut the door before anyone could walk in far enough to rearrange his heart.

      And in every failed attempt at love, there was always a whisper, a name he couldn’t seem to forget. Adaora Angelina Obi.

      The woman he had loved first. The woman he had loved hardest. The woman he had never truly let go of.

      He needed to know whether the hold she had on him was a relic of the past, or a truth that had survived twelve long years.

      “Give me some more time to go through this,” Adaora said, her soft voice slicing cleanly through his thoughts. “I’ll write up the investment proposals by the end of the week.”

      Ikenna blinked, pulling back into the present.

      Across from him, Adaora’s large eyes moved quickly from page to page, sharp and focused. When she looked up, there was a spark in her expression. Enthusiasm, confidence, and excitement at the challenge before her. She seemed genuinely eager to take this on.

      And that pleased him more than he expected.

      He had researched her firm before reaching out and had learned she was their youngest senior partner. Seeing her this composed, intelligent, and thriving filled him with a pride he had no right to feel.

      But her brothers working in the same firm? That pleased him far less.

      The thought alone made his skin tighten. Their names dragged old, ugly memories to the surface. Nnamdi and Chuma Obi.

      He could still see it clearly: Ogui Road, the humid Enugu evening, the weight of shopping bags in his hands. And then, suddenly, a car screeching to a halt, two shadows stepping out, grabbing him, shoving him inside. The threats. The cold, cruel certainty in their eyes.

      Stay away from our sister.

      Or your father loses his job.

      And you … you will pay in other ways.

      He had believed them. Of course, he had. They had power. Influence. And he had nothing. He was just the son of the man who drove for their family.

      He remembered the look on his father’s face when he finally confessed what had happened. He could still picture the old man’s regret and resignation.

      “There is no way a boy like you will ever end up with a girl like her,” his father had said gently, though the words had felt like knives. “That’s life. Yours will be easier if you remember that and find a simpler girl.”

      Those words had scarred him. They had stung then. They stung now as he sat across from Adaora twelve years later, pretending the past wasn’t pressing against his ribs.

      “So,” Adaora said, pulling him back again, “what do you think about setting up a conference call next Monday to discuss the proposal, Mr. Kanu?”

      Her use of “Mr. Kanu” hit him wrong. Too … distant. Too formal. Too damn far off from what he wanted to hear her call him.

      “Ehm, call me Ikenna, Ada,” he replied sharply, the edge in his tone surprising even him. Heads around the table lifted in subtle alarm.

      He noticed their reaction and softened his voice immediately.

      “Yes, Ada … that would be fantastic.”

      A few minutes later, the meeting ended. Chairs scraped back, documents were gathered, and his staff began filing out.

      Ikenna moved toward her before he could overthink it, gently touching her elbow.

      She turned, eyes widening. A flash of surprise broke across her face. And another hit of emotion. One he couldn’t quite name. Trepidation?

      “I’d like to speak with you privately, please,” he said.

      She nodded, and they stood there for a moment, waiting for the last whispers of footsteps to fade.

      The silence between them stretched, charged with a powerful pulse of familiarity and distance. He felt everything he’d been trying to swallow rise to the surface. He wanted her back. To rewind time. To restore what they had.

      “Have dinner with me tonight,” he blurted out.

      Adaora blinked. “What? Why?” she asked, her brows furrowing in confusion.

      Her question settled between them like a stone, a weighty reminder that what she wanted may not align with what he did.

      And he realised instantly that she genuinely did not know how deeply she still lived inside him.

      “Well, I want to catch up. It’s been twelve years,” Ikenna said, stepping closer. Close enough to catch the delicate floral fragrance that drifted from her skin. It hit him with the force of memory. He had to clench his hands to resist the sudden, reckless urge to pull her into his arms and bury his face in her neck.

      Adaora looked up at him, her lashes fluttering, her breathing becoming shallower. “I don’t think it’s a good idea, Ikenna,” she murmured, meeting his gaze and making his stomach flip.

      In all his planning to see her today, he hadn’t prepared for a rejection from her.

      “Why not?” he asked, a hint of challenge edging his voice. “You don’t have any plans tonight, do you? Maybe with a boyfriend?”

      The word tasted sour on his tongue. A boyfriend. The possibility alone tightened his chest. Flooded his insides with heated fear.

      He pushed back that negative feeling. His research of her had been thorough. There was no man in her life. Not recently. Her last relationship had ended a year ago. It had been a little messy, given that the fool married someone else a month after.

      “No, I don’t have plans. And no boyfriend. But still, Ikenna⁠—”

      “It’s just dinner, Ada,” he cut in softly. “I promise. No funny business. I just want to talk.”

      She shifted on the spot, clearly torn.

      “Come on,” he coaxed. “I remember how much you used to like goat meat pepper soup. Do you still like it?”

      She gasped in surprise, and the sound wrapped around him like warmth. How could she think he’d forget?

      And just like that, he suddenly wanted to know everything about her all over again. Had her tastes changed? What did she dream about now? What did she fear? Who had she become in the years he wasn’t there?

      Back then, they had known each other down to the bone. There had been no secrets. Just two young hearts trusting recklessly.

      Adaora sighed, unable to fight the smile tugging at her lips. “Oh, you’ve hit my weak spot, Ikenna. Not fair. You know I have a weakness for goat meat pepper soup.”

      Her expressive eyes showed her struggle. He could tell she was mulling over the pros and cons.

      “But we’ll be working together,” she said. “You hired me for a job.”

      “And I know you’ll deliver. I just want to catch up, Ada. Just to talk.”

      She drew in a long breath and then exhaled.

      “Okay,” she said. “I’ll have dinner with you.”

      The relief that washed over Ikenna was so intense he sighed heavily, not realising until that moment that he’d been holding his breath.

      “Good,” he said, a broad smile stretching across his face. “What time should I pick you up? I know a lovely joint where they serve excellent goat meat pepper soup and have the best highlife band.”

      “Pick me up at seven. I’ll leave my address with your secretary.” She picked up her handbag and began walking toward the door.

      Ikenna’s gaze followed her—no, devoured her—as she sashayed away. The subtle sway of her hips, the curve of her perfectly rounded bottom accentuated by her black skirt … it was enough to make him momentarily forget every promise he just made about “no funny business.”

      “Oh, Ada,” he muttered under his breath, grinning like a man who had just won a prize he’d been chasing for years. “I already know where you live.”

      As he watched her walk down the corridor toward reception, light catching the sheen of her hair, he pressed his lips together to stop himself from pumping his fist in triumph.

      He had a date with Adaora.

      Tonight.

      And he could hardly wait.
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      Adaora was already annoyed by the time she got home. It was only six o’clock, yet the day had stretched on endlessly. She’d left the office at five and lived barely fifteen minutes away, but Lagos traffic had other plans. She stepped out of the car, stretching her arms as she let out a long, unapologetic yawn.

      She glanced at Augustus and gave him a small, embarrassed smile; she’d nearly fallen asleep in the back seat. This was exactly why she preferred driving herself. But ever since the carjacking three years ago, her father and brothers had insisted she use a driver. And when those men insisted on something, it stuck. So, Augustus had become part of her life. He handled both official duties and personal transportation.

      He was good at his job. A steady, loyal, and protective driver, over the years, the two of them had grown into something more than employer and employee. He was a friend, maybe a father figure too, given he was thirty years older.

      Thinking of that made her sigh. It had been almost three weeks since she had last spoken to her actual father. He managed his businesses from Enugu, where he preferred to live, instead of moving to Lagos where the company headquarters was. The last time they talked, he’d referred to Lagos as “the hypertension land.” According to him, the city’s hustle and bustle were enough to spike anyone’s blood pressure. He much preferred the traffic-free calm of Enugu.

      Adaora, however, suspected that his real reason for staying in Enugu had everything to do with Mama Uzo. The widow had been close to her father for years now. Too close.

      Adaora smiled to herself as she climbed the stairs to her third-floor flat. The thought of her father being in love amused her. She had long suspected that he and Mama Uzo were more than “just friends,” though he always denied it.

      She reached her door, slipped her key into the lock, and pushed it open. A wave of relief washed over her.

      Ah. Home.

      Barely inside, she kicked off her shoes and rubbed the aching soles of her feet before collapsing onto the couch. She loved her small three-bedroom apartment. It wasn’t luxurious, but it was neat, warm, and hers. And Dolphin Estate was well maintained. The central generator alone made it worth every naira, especially now that power outages were practically a daily ritual.

      Just as she was sinking deeper into the cushions, Adaora suddenly shot upright, her heart skipping.

      Her dinner with Ikenna was tonight.

      For the hundredth time, she wondered why she had agreed in the first place.

      Well … he was standing so close to you and messing with your brain when he asked…

      She leaned back and smiled despite herself. It had been good to see him again. Ikenna always had that effect on her. He made her feel like she wasn’t in control of her own emotions.

      She walked to the CD player and skipped ahead to her favourite track, My Woman. Of course she had his latest album, African Baby Boy. She adored his music—highlife with a modern twist. And when he played the saxophone … well, that sound made her feel all warm and tingly inside.

      Laughing, Adaora began to sway as Ikenna’s voice filled her apartment. It was a dance her body knew well. She was still moving her hips as she headed into the shower, humming along, water cascading down her caramel skin.

      And as the warmth enveloped her, her mind drifted back to a time when she and Ikenna had no worries at all. Back to her final year in secondary school, when he was a university student studying English Literature, newly hired by her father … as her maths tutor.

      

      “Ada, your lesson teacher is here o!” the gateman announced through the intercom.

      My heart jumped. Finally.

      I hurried out of my room, nearly tripping over myself. I had been looking forward to this all week. Ever since that first day he’d stopped by and my father had introduced him. Ikenna. Just hearing his name in my head made me smile like a fool. All week I’d thought of nothing else. It was embarrassing how quickly he had taken up space in my mind.

      I almost skipped down the stairs but caught myself and slowed my steps, smoothing down my skirt. Suddenly it felt too short, too obvious. What was wrong with me? What was it about this guy that had me spending hours in front of my mirror earlier that afternoon?

      I touched my lips instinctively. Lip gloss. I had never applied lip gloss in my life. I had never even cared. Yet I had spent the better part of the afternoon staring at myself, wishing I were curvier like Chisom. Wishing I looked like someone boys chased after, instead of the girl they ignored.

      Not that it had ever bothered me before. Boys were dull. Obinna had spent years pestering me, and I still couldn’t figure out what he wanted me to say. Even Chisom tried to drag me into the social scene, but I preferred reading or watching TV—anything over pointless chatter with people who bored me within minutes. I wasn’t shy; I just didn’t see the point.

      But today … today I cared.

      I reached the living room and paused in front of the mirror for one last look. My heart was thudding so loudly I half-worried he would hear it as soon as I opened the door.

      I pulled it open.

      My God. He was even more gorgeous than I remembered.

      “Hello, Ikenna. Come in,” I managed, praying my voice didn’t crack. “My father said we can use the library downstairs. Do you want anything to drink?”

      Heat exploded in my cheeks. Why was I babbling?

      He gave me a gentle smile. “Thanks, but I’m fine.”

      I nodded and led the way, hoping my legs looked steadier than they felt.

      The library was one of the quietest rooms in the house. It was medium-sized, with three bookshelves full of my father’s old financial journals, and a mahogany desk with two leather chairs in the centre. Hardly anyone used it besides my father, which made it feel strangely intimate now.

      I quickly arranged the chairs so I’d be sitting directly across from him. My fingers felt clumsy as I dug through my bag and pulled out two thick textbooks—Maths and Further Maths.

      I breathed slowly, trying to keep my breathing steady.

      “So,” he said once we were settled, “would you like us to go through the syllabus first, or focus on the areas you’re struggling with?”

      “Please … let’s follow the syllabus,” I said, hoping my voice sounded normal.

      He nodded, and just like that, our first lesson began.

      At least, his part of the lesson began. Mine … not so much.

      I was supposed to be paying attention, but my gaze kept drifting—no, locking—onto his eyes. I didn’t even know such eyes existed. They were bright golden brown, glowing against his dark skin. Every time he looked down at the page and the lashes cast shadows across it, something strange fluttered in my chest. Heat crept up my neck. I wasn’t sure if I was okay.

      His voice didn’t help either. It was deep, slow, and soothing. He never rushed his words. I could listen to him talk all day, even if it was about quadratic equations. My eyes followed the movement of his lips as he explained something I absolutely did not hear.

      “If you keep staring at me like that, you will fail maths.”

      I jerked my head up, mortified. Had I been that obvious?

      He chuckled, not unkindly. “I know I’m fine, but your father will kill me if you fail this class.”

      There was a teasing sparkle in his eyes that made me relax a little, even as my heart tried to punch its way out of my chest. So he knew. He knew I’d been staring. And somehow … I didn’t even want to deny it.

      From that day on, I lived for maths lessons. Even when my grades improved and I didn’t really need the extra help anymore, I still wanted him to come. The anticipation alone filled my days. I spent hours choosing what to wear, pretending not to care, pretending I hadn’t spent half the afternoon thinking about him.

      It was one of the most exciting times of my life, even though some part of me sensed he saw me as a child, a student, and certainly not someone he could ever date. But I was determined to change that. I had never flirted before. Not until Ikenna.

      

      Stepping out of the shower now, years later, Adaora caught her reflection in the foggy bathroom mirror. Droplets clung to her face, darkening her lashes until they looked like they’d been lightly brushed with mascara. It pulled her straight back to that infatuated girl. The one who had tried so hard to catch Ikenna’s attention so badly she bent over backwards against all common sense.

      

      “How can I get Ikenna to … you know… to like me?” I finally blurted out one Saturday afternoon. Chisom and I were on the balcony of my parents’ house, sharing a bottle of Fanta. My stomach twisted the moment the words escaped.

      “Ikenna?” Chisom blinked at me like I’d just confessed to liking a ghost. “Your lesson teacher?”

      “Yes … him.” Even as I answered, I wondered if mentioning it to her was a mistake.

      “Ah, but why are you even interested in a lesson teacher?” she said, her tone sharp enough to scratch tile. “He’s fine, yes, but he’s your father’s driver’s son.”
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