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THERE IS A PAINTING of her somewhere in the world.

She doesn't know it yet — the woman she will become. The one who learns to look back without flinching. The one who stops apologizing for taking up space on a canvas, in a room, in her own life.

But the painting already knows.

That's the thing about art. It sees the truth before you do.

The moment you choose one thing, you unchosen a thousand others. One decision, one person, one path, and suddenly every other version of your life disappears like smoke. You never get to know what would have happened if you'd turned left instead of right, said yes instead of no, stayed instead of leaving.

Some choices are easy. Coffee or tea. Chocolate or vanilla. The window seat or the aisle.

But then there are the choices that split your life in two. The ones that make you wonder, years later, who you would have become if you'd chosen differently. The ones that make you question everything you thought you knew about yourself.

The ones that involve a man whose voice alone could make you question every sensible decision you've ever made.

That's the thing about choosing someone. It's not just about picking them in this moment. It's about choosing them over and over again, even when they make it hard. Even when they make you doubt yourself. Even when tomorrow comes and you wonder if you're being unfair for not believing in them enough, or impatient for wanting more than pretty words and grand promises.

I didn't know any of this back then.

Back then, I thought choosing was simple. I thought when you met the right person, you'd just know. I thought love was enough. I thought if someone made you feel alive, made you believe in possibilities you'd never dared to imagine, that was all that mattered.

Then I met him.

James.

A man who spoke like he could see the future and convinced you he'd already been there, mapped it out, knew exactly how to get you from here to everything you'd ever wanted. A man whose words wrapped around you like silk, so smooth you didn't notice they were also binding you, holding you in place while he painted pictures of a life that always seemed just out of reach.

Even when you wanted to doubt him, even when the rational part of your brain was screaming that none of this made sense, he'd show up with that smile. That voice. Those words that made you feel small for not believing, impatient for wanting proof, unfair for asking him to choose you the way you were choosing him.

And you'd question yourself all over again.

Because that's what happens when you choose someone who's mastered the art of making you forget you ever had other options.

The gallery is crowded tonight, walls lined with student work from Yaba Tech's final year exhibition. My paintings hang among them — bold colors and angular shapes that my lecturers called "ambitious" and my classmates called "too much." The air is thick with cigarette smoke and cheap wine, with the nervous energy of young artists waiting to see if anyone will notice their work.

I'm standing beside my largest piece, pretending to study it while actually studying the room, when I see him.

He's not a student — I can tell that immediately. He's older, maybe thirty, dressed in a way that says he has money but doesn't need to prove it. Dark trousers, a crisp white shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows, leather shoes that haven't seen Lagos dust. He moves through the gallery with the easy confidence of someone who belongs everywhere he goes.

When his eyes land on my painting, then slide to me, he smiles.

Not a polite smile. Not an interesting work smile. But the kind of smile that makes your stomach flip and your skin warm, the kind that feels like a secret being shared just between the two of you in a room full of strangers.

He crosses the gallery floor and stops in front of my work, studying it for a long moment before turning to me.

"You painted this," he says. Not a question.

His voice is deep, smooth, the kind of voice that makes you lean in a little closer without realizing you're doing it.

"Yes," I say, trying to sound more confident than I feel.

"It's extraordinary." He extends his hand. "I'm James."

His hand is warm when I take it, his grip firm but not aggressive.

"Scarlet," I say.

"Like the color?"

"Like the letter," I correct, smiling despite myself.

He laughs, low and genuine, and I feel it in my chest. "That's even better."

We talk for hours. About art, about Lagos, about the future. He tells me about his business ventures, the opportunities he's pursuing, the vision he has for what's possible in this country. He makes it all sound so inevitable, so certain, like success is just a matter of time and he's already holding the map.

"What about you?" he asks, turning those dark eyes on me with such intensity I feel pinned in place. "What do you want, Scarlet?"

And when I tell him — about my dreams of making a name for myself, about wanting to create art that matters, about being tired of playing it safe — he doesn't laugh. He doesn't tell me to be realistic.

Instead, he leans in close, so close I can smell his cologne, something expensive that doesn't belong in this cramped gallery, and says, "You're going to change the Nigerian art scene."

Like it's inevitable. Like all I needed was someone to believe in me.

Like he could make me believe in myself.

And God help me, I choose to believe him.

I choose to ignore the voice in the back of my head that whispers too good to be true. I choose to dismiss the fact that he's a little vague about his businesses, that his promises are beautiful but lack specifics, that he has a way of turning my questions back around on me until I forget what I was even asking.

I choose him.

And every day after that, I choose him again.

Even when he disappears for days without explanation. Even when his business ventures never quite materialize. Even when the future he painted starts to crack and peel like old paint, revealing something darker underneath.

I keep choosing him because by then, I've unchosen everything else. My small apartment in Yaba, my savings from selling a few pieces, my friends who tried to warn me. My own sense of what I deserve.

By then, I've forgotten what it felt like to choose myself.

But that's the thing about a woman who knows how to paint.

She can always start over on a new canvas.

She can always choose what she puts in the frame — and what she leaves out.

I just didn't know that yet, standing in that gallery all those years ago, watching James smile at me like I was the only person in the room, like I was already his.

I didn't know that the hardest thing wouldn't be choosing him.

It would be learning to see myself the way I painted her.

Clearly. Honestly. Without apology.

The woman in scarlet.

She was always me.
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VICTORIA ISLAND ALWAYS looks merciful from a distance—the lagoon glittering like broken glass, palm trees swaying as if life were nothing but leisure. But I know the arithmetic behind the view. Rent that lands without fail on the first of every month. NEPA bills that mock the darkness. The price of Winsor & Newton brushes I can't replace once the tubes run dry.

I'm wiping down table seven when the power cuts.

The bistro goes dark for exactly three seconds—long enough for the expatriate women to gasp, for someone's wine glass to tip—before the generator kicks in with its diesel growl. The lights flicker back on, golden and steady, and everyone exhales like NEPA's betrayal is merely inconvenient, merely temporary.

I catch the wine glass before it falls and set it upright.

"Thank you, dear," the woman says without looking at me.

My feet ache. The tray I've been carrying since noon feels welded to my palm. But I smile the way Eden Bistro requires—pleasant, invisible, forgettable—and clear the rest of the table.

Outside, beyond the bistro's tinted windows, the rest of Victoria Island is going dark. No generators for the boys selling pure water at the intersection. No backup power for the tailor two streets over. Just NEPA doing what NEPA does: reminding us who's in control.

I think about the painting waiting at home.

It sits on the dining table in our flat on Bishop Oluwole Street, and even now, seven hours into my shift, I can see it clearly. The crimson background. The woman's unflinching gaze. The way the brushstrokes curve and tighten at the edges like a held breath.

I named it Scarlet.

Not because I'm vain, but because it's the closest I've come to painting the truth.

"Scarlet, table twelve needs water."

I nod at Chidi, the other server, and move through the dining room with the practiced efficiency of someone who's learned to disappear while still being useful. Table twelve is two German engineers and their wives, all of them laughing about something I'll never understand. I pour their water, refill the bread basket, and return before they can ask for anything else.

The shift ends at ten.

By the time I've wiped down my section, counted my tips—₦340, enough for transport and maybe stockfish for soup—and changed out of my uniform, it's half past. The bistro's generator hums behind me as I step into the warm Lagos night. Across the street, a diesel truck rumbles past, its headlights cutting through the dark.

I flag down an okada at the corner.

The driver glances at me, then at the folded naira notes in my hand. "Where?"

"Bishop Oluwole Street. Near the junction."

He nods, and I climb on behind him, holding my bag against my chest. The city blurs past—streetlights that work and streetlights that don't, the glow of kerosene lamps in the windows of buildings NEPA has forgotten, the sharp scent of suya from a roadside grill.

I think about my parents.

It's been two years since the accident—a danfo that lost its brakes on Eko Bridge, a collision that left no room for miracles—but some nights the grief still sits in my chest like something I swallowed whole. They left me a modest inheritance. Enough for six months, maybe eight if I stretched it. But funerals cost more than anyone tells you. So do hospital bills when you arrive too late to say goodbye. So do the debts you didn't know existed until the creditors start calling.

By the time I finished burying them, there was nothing left.

Just me. And the paintings they never got to see.

The okada slows in front of my building—a four-story walk-up with peeling yellow paint and a security gate that hasn't locked properly in months. I pay the driver, add a little extra because it's late, and climb the stairs to the second floor.

The door to our flat is unlocked.

Inside, James is sprawled on the couch, watching a football replay on the small black-and-white television propped on the crate we use as a TV stand. The screen flickers, powered by the car battery he rigged last week when NEPA took the light for three days straight.

"You're back," he says without looking up.

"I'm back."

I set my bag on the chair and slip off my shoes. My feet throb. James doesn't ask how the shift went. He never does.

He's handsome in the way that used to make my stomach flip—sharp jawline, easy smile, the kind of confidence that makes you believe he knows something you don't. We met in my final year at Yaba Tech. He wasn't a student, just someone who showed up at a gallery opening and talked to me like I mattered. Like my work mattered.

You're going to change the Nigerian art scene, he'd said after our third date.

I'd believed him.

Now he talks about deals. Shipments. Meetings with people whose names I never quite catch. But the money never comes. I pay the rent. I buy the food. I cover the NEPA bills even though the power rarely stays on long enough to justify them.

He says he's building something.

I tell myself this is just a lean chapter.

"There's rice in the pot," I say, moving toward the kitchen.

"I ate already."

I nod, even though I'm not sure I believe him. The kitchen is small, just big enough for a two-burner stove and a narrow counter. I dish a small plate of rice—no stew, we're out—and eat standing up, staring through the window at the dark street below.

When I finish, I rinse the plate and return to the living room.

The painting is still there.

It sits on the dining table where I left it this morning, the crimson background catching the weak light from James's battery-powered lamp. I painted it over three weeks, working late into the nights after my shifts, layering the colors until they felt true. The woman in the painting looks directly at you. Her eyes are steady. Unflinching. The kind of gaze that refuses to apologize.

I don't know who she is, exactly. But I know she's not me.

Not yet.

I sit down and pull my sketchbook toward me. The pencil feels good in my hand—familiar, solid, mine. James glances over from the couch.

"That piece," he says, nodding toward Scarlet. "It belongs in a gallery, not gathering dust here."

I don't look up. "It's not for sale."

"I didn't say sell it. I said show it." He sits forward, elbows on his knees. "Babe, you're too talented to be hiding your work in this flat. Let me take it to some people I know. Just to get eyes on it."

"What people?"

"Gallerists. Collectors. People who actually buy art."

I set the pencil down. "James, I've told you—this one stays here."

He smiles, the kind that used to make me feel seen. Now it just makes me tired.

"I'm just saying," he continues, leaning back. "You work yourself to the bone at that bistro. For what? Tips that barely cover transport? Meanwhile, you've got a masterpiece sitting on our dining table doing nothing."

"It's doing exactly what I need it to do."

"Which is?"

I don't answer. How do I explain that Scarlet is the only thing I've made since my parents died that doesn't feel like survival? That it's mine in a way nothing else is anymore?

James shrugs and turns back to the television. "Your choice."

The air between us settles into its usual quiet—not comfortable, not hostile, just there. I pick up my pencil again and sketch the outline of a woman's face, but my hand feels heavy. Outside, a generator sputters to life three buildings over, and somewhere in the distance, a church bell rings eleven times.

I sketch until my hand cramps, then fold the sketchbook closed.

James is asleep on the couch, his mouth slightly open, one arm draped across his chest. I cover him with the thin blanket from the bedroom and return to the dining table.

I stand in front of Scarlet for a long moment, studying the woman's face.

She looks back at me like she knows something I don't.

Like she's waiting for me to catch up.

I run my fingers along the edge of the canvas, then turn off the lamp and leave her in the dark.

Tomorrow, I'll paint again. Tomorrow, I'll keep building toward the artist I know I can be. Tomorrow, I'll prove that the woman in the painting isn't just a dream.

But tonight, I'm just tired.

And James's words sit in the back of my mind like something I can't quite shake.

It belongs in a gallery.

I close my eyes and tell myself he's wrong.
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THE SHIPPING MANIFEST doesn't make sense.

I read the line again—twelve metric tons of premium cocoa beans, origin Ondo State, destination London—and check the forex rate scribbled in Neca's precise handwriting at the bottom of the page. The naira has dropped again. Three percent since Monday. The British buyer won't renegotiate, which means the margin I calculated last week no longer exists.

I set the paper down and lean back in my chair.

The study is silent except for the low hum of the generator outside. It's a German-made Perkins, installed when we built the house five years ago, and it runs so smoothly I barely notice it anymore. The rest of Banana Island went dark an hour ago—NEPA's evening ritual—but my lights never flicker. My air conditioning never stops. My refrigerator never warms.

Control costs money.

But control is worth it.

I pick up the manifest again, recalculate. If I can negotiate a better rate with the shipper, absorb the currency loss elsewhere, delay payment to the farmers by two weeks—

I stop.

The farmers are already waiting on last month's payment.

I set the manifest aside and reach for the next document. Another deal, another set of variables I can manipulate into profit. This is what I do. Import-export, commodity trading, leverage applied at the right pressure points. My father taught me young: every transaction is a negotiation, and the person who needs it least always wins.

I've been winning for a long time.

The house settles around me—expensive, silent, mine. Sixteen rooms, floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the lagoon, Italian marble in the entryway that cost more than most people earn in a year. My mother chose the furniture. My father approved the security system. I write the checks.

I don't remember the last time I walked through a room and actually looked at it.

A soft knock interrupts my thoughts.

"Come."

Neca opens the door, carrying a leather-bound planner and the expression she wears when she's about to remind me of something I don't want to do. She's forty-three, meticulous, and the only person who's worked for me longer than two years without asking for a raise she hasn't earned.

"The gallery preview," she says without preamble. "Tomorrow evening. Seven o'clock."

I nod. "I remember."

"Do you?" She arches an eyebrow. "Because last month you remembered the German investors' dinner until thirty minutes after it started."

"That was different."

"It was also a commitment you made."

I concede the point with a slight tilt of my head. Neca crosses the room and sets the planner on my desk, open to tomorrow's date. The event is written in her careful script: Delumier Gallery Preview—7:00 PM. Hosting.

"Hosting," I repeat.

"Your mother arranged it. You agreed."

"As a favor."

"Yes. Which is why you're expected to attend." Neca's tone is patient but firm. She's one of the few people who can speak to me this way without consequence. Mostly because she's usually right.

I glance at the entry again. My mother, Genevieve, has been expanding the family interests into art for the past year—galleries, exhibitions, patronage that looks good in the society pages. She asked me to host a preview night at the gallery space we lease in Victoria Island. I agreed because refusing would have required a conversation I didn't want to have.

"What kind of art?" I ask.

Neca consults her notes. "Emerging Nigerian artists. Paintings, mostly. A few sculptures."

"And I need to be there because...?"

"Because your name is on the building," she says simply. "And because your mother believes it's good for your image to be seen supporting local talent."

I almost laugh. My image. As if standing in a room full of people who want my money will somehow make me appear magnanimous instead of exactly what I am: a man who understands transactions.

"Fine," I say. "I'll attend."

Neca nods, satisfied. "Your suit is already pressed. I'll have Emeka bring the car at six-thirty."

She leaves as quietly as she came, and the study returns to its familiar silence.

I turn back to the shipping manifest, but the numbers blur together. My mind drifts instead to the gallery, to the parade of artists who will smile too widely and pitch their work like they're selling me something I need. I've been to these events before. They follow a pattern: introductions I'll forget, champagne I won't drink, conversations that dance around the inevitable ask for patronage or investment or "just a moment of your time."

I don't enjoy them.

But enjoyment has never been the point.

My father taught me that too. Marcel Delumier, shipping magnate, commodities trader, a man who built his fortune on knowing which levers to pull and when. He taught me leverage. Discipline. The importance of keeping your face neutral even when the deal is falling apart.

He did not teach me how to want something for myself.

Neither did my mother, though her lessons were different. Genevieve taught me presentation, the art of appearing engaged while remaining distant. She taught me that power is most effective when it's quiet, that control should never look like effort.

I learned both lessons well.

I stand and move through the house, restless. The parlor is immaculate—cream sofas I've never sat on, a coffee table imported from Italy, abstract paintings on the walls that my mother selected. The dining room seats twelve, though I can't remember the last time I hosted more than a business dinner for four. The terrace overlooks the lagoon, the water dark and still under the night sky.

I walk through these rooms the way I review contracts—cataloging assets, confirming everything is in place, feeling nothing.

The generator hums.

The air conditioning breathes cool air through the vents.

Somewhere in the house, a clock ticks.

I return to the study and sit down, pulling the shipping manifest toward me again. But instead of calculating margins, I find myself thinking about the gallery preview. About standing in a room full of art I won't understand, surrounded by people who want something from me.

Why did I agree to this?

The answer comes quickly: because my mother asked. Because refusing would have been more trouble than attending. Because boredom is easier to manage when you have somewhere to be.

But the truth sits beneath that, quieter and less comfortable.

I don't know what I want anymore.

The deals still work. The money still comes. The house still runs exactly as it should. But somewhere in the mechanics of it all, I've stopped paying attention to why.

I close the manifest and turn off the desk lamp.

Tomorrow, I'll attend the gallery. I'll shake hands, make polite conversation, and leave after an acceptable interval. I'll fulfill my obligation to my mother and return to the work that actually matters.

And if I'm lucky, I won't notice how little of it feels like mine.

The generator hums.

I sit in the dark and tell myself that control is enough.

It has to be.
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THE EASEL IS EMPTY. I stand in the doorway, still wearing yesterday's clothes, staring at the space where Scarlet should be. The morning light cuts through the window at an angle that makes the absence louder—dust motes suspended in air, the faint outline on the table where the canvas sat for three weeks.

Gone.

My chest tightens.

I cross the room quickly, checking behind the couch, under the table, in the corner where I sometimes lean unfinished work. Nothing. The room is exactly as I left it last night—James's blanket folded on the couch, my sketchbook closed on the dining table, the empty plate I rinsed still drying by the sink.

Except the painting.

I move to the kitchen, my hands already shaking. There's a note stuck to the refrigerator with tape, the handwriting loose and confident.

Networking—don't wait up.

That's all. No explanation. No apology.

And in the bottom corner, smudged but visible: a lipstick mark. Deep red, the kind I don't wear.

I peel the note off carefully, like it might burn me, and read it again.

Networking.

The word sits wrong in my mouth. James doesn't network—he talks about it, promises it's coming, but I've never actually seen him return from a meeting with anything concrete. Just stories about "connections" and "opportunities" that dissolve the moment I ask for details.

I fold the note and set it on the counter.

My mind races through possibilities, each one worse than the last. Maybe he took it to show someone. Maybe he's trying to help, trying to get my work seen by the right people. Maybe this is his version of supporting me.

But he knows.

He knows I didn't want to show Scarlet. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

I walk back to the living room and sit at the dining table, pressing my palms flat against the surface where the painting used to rest. The silence in the flat feels heavier now, like something's been taken that can't be replaced.

I need to call him.

The phone is mounted on the wall in the kitchen—a cream-colored rotary that crackles on good days and goes dead on bad ones. I lift the receiver and dial the number for his friend Tunde's house, where James sometimes stays when he's "working late."

It rings.

And rings.

And rings.

No answer.

I hang up, wait thirty seconds, try again.

Still nothing.

My hands are trembling now. I set the receiver down and lean against the counter, forcing myself to breathe. Maybe he's not at Tunde's. Maybe he's already at wherever he took the painting. Maybe he'll be back this afternoon with good news—a collector interested, a gallery willing to show my work, proof that I was wrong to keep Scarlet hidden.

I want believe it.

Really.

I dial another number. This one I know by heart.

Anna picks up on the third ring.

"Hello?"

"It's me," I say.

There's a pause—just half a second too long—before she responds. "Scarlet. Hi."

"Have you seen James?"

Another pause. "James? No. Why?"

"He took one of my paintings. The one I've been working on. He left a note saying he's networking, but I don't know where he is."

"Ah." Anna's tone shifts, becomes carefully neutral. "Maybe he's showing it to someone? You know how he is—always trying to make connections."

"He didn't ask."

"Well..." She trails off. I can hear something in the background—music, maybe voices. "I'm sure it's fine, Scarlet. He probably just wants to surprise you."

"Anna, if you know something—"

"I don't," she says quickly. Too quickly. "I haven't seen him. But I'm sure he'll turn up. You know James."

I do know James. That's the problem.

"Okay," I say quietly. "If you hear from him, tell him to call me."

"Of course."

She hangs up before I can say anything else.

I stand in the kitchen, listening to the dial tone, and feel the dread settle in my stomach like something swallowed whole.

Anna's lying.

I don't know how I know, but I do. The pauses, the careful words, the way she deflected instead of asking why I was worried—it all adds up to something I don't want to name yet.

I hang up the phone and check the time. Seven forty-five. My shift at Eden Bistro starts at nine.

I move through the morning on autopilot—shower, dress, pin my hair back, count the money I'll need for transport. The flat feels wrong without the painting. Every time I pass the dining table, I expect to see it there. Instead, there's just empty space and the faint smell of linseed oil that hasn't quite faded.

I lock the door behind me and take the stairs down.

The okada ride to Victoria Island is loud and crowded, the driver weaving through traffic while I hold my bag against my chest and try not to think about where Scarlet might be. But the image won't leave me—the crimson background, the woman's steady gaze, the way I'd layered the paint until it felt true.

It's the best thing I've ever made.

And James took it without asking.

The bistro is already buzzing when I arrive. Chidi is setting tables, and the manager, Mrs. Okonkwo, is counting the register. She glances up as I clock in.

"You're early."

"Traffic was light."

She nods and returns to her counting. I tie on my apron and start my section—wiping tables, refilling salt shakers, arranging chairs. The work is mechanical, which suits me. I don't have to think. I just move.

But the dread follows me through every task.

The morning shift passes in a blur—cappuccinos for expatriate wives, omelets for businessmen reading The Guardian, small talk I don't remember having. My hands ache. My feet ache. But I keep moving because stopping means thinking, and thinking means imagining where my painting is and why James hasn't called.

At noon, Mrs. Okonkwo tells me to take my break.

I step outside into the heat and sit on the low wall behind the bistro, eating the small plate of jollof rice the kitchen staff set aside for me. The street hums with midday traffic—cars honking, hawkers calling out their wares, the faint smell of exhaust mixing with grilled plantain from the vendor across the road.

I'm halfway through my meal when I hear a familiar voice.

"Scarlet?"

I look up. It's Mr. Adeyemi, one of the regulars—a soft-spoken architect who comes in twice a week for coffee and always leaves a decent tip.

"Mr. Adeyemi. Hello."

He smiles, adjusting the leather portfolio under his arm. "I thought that was you. How are you?"

"Fine. Just on break."

"Good, good." He pauses, then adds, "I saw something interesting last night. At a gallery preview in Victoria Island. Delumier Gallery—do you know it?"

My chest tightens.

"I know of it."

"There was a painting," he continues, his voice warming with enthusiasm. "A portrait of a woman. Incredible work—bold colors, very striking. The artist's name was Carls, I think. James Carls?"

The rice turns to ash in my mouth.

"They said it was his breakthrough piece," Mr. Adeyemi continues. "Very confident brushwork. I was impressed."

I set the plate down carefully, like it might shatter.

"Did you... did you see the painting up close?"

"Oh yes. It was the centerpiece. Everyone was talking about it." He shifts his portfolio. "Why do you ask?"

"No reason. Just curious."

He nods, already moving toward the bistro entrance. "Well, if you get a chance, you should see it. Really stunning work."

I watch him disappear inside.

My hands are shaking again.

James Carls.

My painting. My name. His credit.

The dread I've been carrying all morning crystallizes into something sharper, colder.

He didn't take it to help me.

He took it to help himself.

I stand slowly, leaving the half-eaten rice on the wall, and walk back inside. The bistro is busy now—lunch rush, tables full, orders coming in faster than we can serve them. But I move through it like I'm underwater, every sound muffled, every face a blur.

Mrs. Okonkwo calls my name twice before I hear her.

"Table nine needs water."

I nod. Pour. Serve. Smile.

But inside, I'm already gone.

Inside, I'm standing in a gallery I've never seen, staring at my stolen work hanging under lights I didn't choose, while James stands beside it and lies.

The rest of the shift passes in fragments—orders I take without hearing, plates I carry without thinking, customers whose faces I forget the moment I turn away. When my break comes again at four, I don't sit. I go straight to the phone by the kitchen and dial James's friend's number again.

This time, someone picks up.

"Hello?"

It's not James. It's Tunde.

"Is James there?" I ask.

"James? No, he left hours ago. Said something about a gallery event."

My throat tightens. "Do you know which one?"

"Delumier, I think? In Victoria Island. Big opening tonight."

I hang up without saying goodbye.

The walls of the bistro feel too close, the air too warm. I untie my apron and tell Mrs. Okonkwo I'm not feeling well, that I need to leave early. She frowns but doesn't argue.

Outside, the sun is still high, the heat shimmering off the pavement. I flag down an okada and give the driver the address I already know by heart.

Delumier Gallery.

Where my painting hangs with someone else's name beneath it.

Where James is probably standing right now, smiling, taking credit for something he didn't make.

I hold on tight as the bike weaves through traffic, and I don't let myself think about what I'll do when I get there.

I only know I have to see it.

I have to know for sure.
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THE DANFO IS PACKED—BODIES pressed shoulder to shoulder, the air thick with sweat and exhaust fumes. I stand near the back door, one hand gripping the overhead rail, the other clutching my bag. The conductor hangs out the side, shouting destinations at passing pedestrians, and the driver weaves through traffic like he's being chased.

I don't notice any of it.

My mind is stuck on Mr. Adeyemi's words. James Carls. Breakthrough piece. Everyone was talking about it.

The bus lurches to a stop near Ahmadu Bello Way, and I push my way out, nearly tripping on the step. The evening air is warm and heavy, smelling of grilled corn and car exhaust. I orient myself quickly—the gallery should be two streets over, near the water.

I walk fast, my work shoes pinching with each step.

Delumier Gallery sits on a quiet corner, set back from the road behind a low hedge of perfectly trimmed bougainvillea. The building is modern—white walls, tall windows, expensive in a way that doesn't need to announce itself. Light spills onto the pavement from inside, and I can see silhouettes moving behind the glass.

I stop at the edge of the property.

My hands are shaking. My chest feels tight.

I force myself to move forward.

The entrance is open—no door, just a wide archway leading into a cool, bright space that smells of cedar and champagne. A woman in a black dress stands near a small table, holding a clipboard.

"Good evening," she says, her smile professional. "Are you on the list?"

"No. I'm just... looking."

She glances at my bistro uniform—wrinkled now, smelling faintly of kitchen grease—and her smile tightens slightly. But she steps aside.

"The preview is open to the public. Please, enjoy."

I move past her into the gallery.

The space is larger than I expected—white walls, polished concrete floors, track lighting that makes everything look deliberate. People cluster in small groups, holding wine glasses, speaking in low, cultured tones. Most of them are dressed like they planned this weeks ago—linen suits, silk dresses, jewelry that catches the light.

I don't belong here.

But I keep walking.

The first few pieces are abstracts—bold colors, geometric shapes, the kind of work that's technically proficient but says nothing. I barely glance at them. My eyes are searching, scanning the walls for the one thing I know is here.

And then I see it.

Center wall. Under a spotlight that makes the crimson background glow like fire.

Scarlet.

My painting.

My breath catches.

It's exactly as I left it—the woman's unflinching gaze, the curve of her shoulders, the way the brushstrokes tighten at the edges. But it's also wrong. Wrong location, wrong lighting, wrong context. It doesn't belong here, hung like a trophy for people who don't know what it cost to make.

I step closer.

Beneath the painting, mounted on a small brass plaque, are three lines of text:

Scarlet
Original by James Carls
Oil on canvas, 1989
My chest goes cold.

The room tilts slightly, and I have to lock my knees to keep standing. Around me, voices continue their polite murmur, champagne glasses clink, someone laughs. But all I can see is my name—my title, my work—with his credit beneath it.

Original by James Carls.

I want to scream.

Instead, I force myself to breathe. In. Out. In.

A movement across the room catches my eye.

James.

He's standing near the far wall, surrounded by a small group of well-dressed men and women. He's wearing a navy suit I've never seen before—borrowed, probably, or bought with money I don't want to think about. His hair is freshly cut, his smile easy and confident.

He looks like he belongs here.

I watch as he gestures toward the painting, saying something that makes the group lean in closer. A woman in a cream-colored dress touches his arm, laughing. A man in glasses nods appreciatively.

I can't hear what he's saying from here, but I don't need to.

I move closer, staying near the edge of the room, hidden in the shadow of a large sculpture. I'm close enough now to hear fragments of conversation.

"—inspired by someone very close to me," James is saying, his voice smooth. "She's my muse, really. This piece is deeply personal."

The woman in cream makes a sympathetic sound. "You can see the emotion in every stroke. It's stunning work."

"Thank you," James says, inclining his head modestly. "I wanted to capture something... true, you know? Something that reveals more than just a face."

He's quoting me.

Those are my words—things I said late at night when I was explaining why I paint the way I do, why I layer colors until they feel alive. He's taken them and wrapped them around himself like a coat that doesn't fit.

I press my back against the wall, my nails digging into my palms.

A tall man in a charcoal suit steps into view, moving toward the painting with the kind of deliberate focus that makes the crowd part around him. He's older than James—early forties, maybe—with dark hair graying at the temples and a face that gives nothing away. He stops directly in front of Scarlet, studying it with an intensity that feels different from the casual admiration of the other guests.

He doesn't look away.

I watch him the way I've been watching James—from the edges, invisible.

The man's gaze moves slowly across the canvas, pausing at the woman's eyes, dropping to the curve of her neck, following the line of her shoulders. He's reading the painting the way I meant it to be read—not as decoration, but as a question.

After a long moment, he turns and gestures to someone I can't see. A younger man in a dark suit appears at his side, leaning in to listen as the tall man speaks quietly. The younger man nods and disappears into the crowd.

I shift slightly, trying to get a better view.

The tall man remains in front of the painting, his hands clasped behind his back. There's something controlled about him—the way he stands, the way he watches, the way people seem to move around him without getting too close.

I don't know who he is.

But I know he's important.

The younger man returns, and this time, James is with him.

I go still.

James approaches the tall man with his easy smile, extending his hand. They shake, and James says something I can't hear. The tall man's expression doesn't change. He asks a question—I see James's mouth move in response—and then the tall man turns back to the painting.

James is still talking, gesturing, performing.

The tall man listens without looking at him.

I should leave.

I should walk across the room, confront James in front of all these people, demand he take my painting down and admit what he's done.

But I don't.

Because looking at James now—at his borrowed suit and practiced charm, at the way he's built a story around my work—I realize something I've been avoiding for months.

He's not going to give it back.

He's not going to admit the truth.

This isn't a mistake or a misunderstanding. This is deliberate.

And I'm standing in a room full of people who believe him.

My throat tightens. I back away slowly, keeping to the edges, moving toward the entrance. The woman with the clipboard glances up as I pass, but she doesn't stop me.

Outside, the air is warm and close. The street is quieter now, the evening traffic thinning out. I walk quickly, not looking back, my work shoes slapping against the pavement. I don't stop until I reach the main road, where I lean against a lamppost and force myself to breathe.

Scarlet is gone.

Not just taken, but claimed. Renamed. Rewritten.

The image is burned into my mind—the painting under perfect lighting, the brass plaque with his name, James smiling like he created something instead of stealing it.

I close my eyes and see the woman in the painting staring back at me.

Unflinching. Steady.

She doesn't look like someone who would let this happen.

But I did.

I flag down a danfo heading back toward Bishop Oluwole Street and climb in, squeezing onto the crowded bench. The bus lurches forward, and I stare out the window at the passing lights, my reflection ghostly in the glass.

I don't know what I'm going to do yet.

But I know I can't go home and pretend this didn't happen.

I know I can't let James keep what he stole.

The woman in the painting wouldn't.

And maybe—just maybe—neither will I.
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I ARRIVE AT SEVEN-FIFTEEN—LATE enough to avoid the initial crowd, early enough to fulfill my obligation.

Emeka pulls the Mercedes to the curb in front of Delumier Gallery, and I step out into the warm evening. The building looks exactly as it did when my mother showed me the lease documents six months ago—white walls, expensive landscaping, the kind of understated elegance that signals wealth without needing to announce it.

I straighten my cuffs and walk inside.

The space is already half-full. I recognize some faces—politicians' wives, corporate executives, a few expatriates from the oil companies. They're all holding wine glasses and speaking in the careful tones people use when they're being observed. Several heads turn as I enter. A few nod. I return the gesture and keep moving.

My mother is near the back, speaking with a thin man in round glasses who's gesturing enthusiastically at a canvas covered in aggressive brushstrokes. She sees me and excuses herself.

"Jason. You came."

"I said I would."

Genevieve kisses my cheek, her perfume subtle and expensive. She's wearing ivory silk and pearls—understated, authoritative. "Walk through with me. I want your opinion on a few pieces."

I don't have opinions on art, but I follow her anyway.

We move slowly through the gallery. She pauses at each painting, offering commentary I half-listen to—technique, composition, the artist's potential for growth. Most of the work is competent but forgettable. Bold colors applied without purpose. Safe subjects rendered safely.

I'm
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