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Chapter 1: The Lost Tourist
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If the Parker family were a musical instrument, Pamela often thought, they would be a trumpet section during a particularly enthusiastic halftime show. Loud. Unrelenting. And absolutely impossible to ignore.

Tonight, at Paulina and Tunde's wedding reception, they were a full brass band with a string section and what sounded suspiciously like a vuvuzela coming from the direction of Uncle Babajide, who had discovered the non-alcoholic champagne and was making it everyone's problem.

Pamela Parker loved her family. She did. With every fiber of her being, she loved them. But love, she was discovering, did not always preclude the desperate need to escape them.

The reception was being held at Tunde's sprawling Ikoyi mansion—a sleek, modern palace of glass and steel that had been transformed into a wonderland of fairy lights, cascading orchids, and enough gold decor to make Midas blush. Three hundred guests. A twelve-piece highlife band. A buffet table that groaned under the weight of enough food to feed a small nation.

And Pamela's head was about to explode.

She felt it building all evening—the creeping overwhelm that started as a faint buzzing in her ears and escalated into a full-scale assault on her senses. The music was too loud. The lights too bright. Too many conversations happening simultaneously, each voice a separate needle pricking at her skin. She'd lost count of how many aunties had squeezed her cheeks and asked when it would be her turn. She'd smiled through all of it, recited scripture in her head, prayed for patience.

But when Auntie Folake grabbed her arm for the third time and shrieked, "Ah, Pamela! bring home a man soon. You're not getting younger, o! The good ones are disappearing!"—something inside her snapped.

Not visibly. Pamela was a master of the invisible snap. She smiled, nodded, extracted herself with practiced grace. And then she walked.

Past the dancers, past the band, past the mountain of gifts. Through the gleaming kitchen where caterers sweated over giant pots. Out a side door she'd noticed earlier, the one marked PRIVATE that everyone had been ignoring all night.

The sudden quiet hit her like a physical force.

She was in a garage. Not the main house garage—this was separate, a detached structure that probably housed Tunde's less-important cars, the ones he didn't showcase at parties. It was clean, organized, lit by a single fluorescent strip that hummed softly. The scent of motor oil and concrete filled her nostrils—earthy, real, grounding.

Pamela leaned against a workbench and breathed.

In. Out. In. Out.

The technique Peggy had taught her after the incident, after those dark weeks when breathing itself had felt optional. She'd never explained why she needed breathing techniques to Peggy, but her sister, bless her nosy heart, hadn't pressed. She'd just taught Pamela the exercises and said, "Use them when the world gets too loud."

The world was definitely too loud tonight.

She was so focused on her breathing—in for four, hold for four, out for four—that she didn't hear the footsteps until they were nearly on top of her.

"Oh! I'm so sorry!"

The voice was male, British, and genuinely startled. Pamela whirled around, heart hammering, to find a caucasian man standing in the garage doorway, one hand raised in apology. A expensive-looking camera hung from a strap around his neck, catching the fluorescent light.

"I didn't mean to intrude," he said, his accent crisp and cut-glass, every syllable precisely placed. "I was just—well, I appear to be hopelessly lost."

Pamela stared.

He was... not what she expected. White male, with features that could have been sculpted by an artist with a particular fondness for sharp angles and soft edges. Dark hair, slightly disheveled, as if he'd been running his hands through it. Hazel-green eyes that, in the fluorescent light, held flecks of gold. He was dressed simply—a dark blazer over a white shirt, no tie—but the cut was expensive, the fabric quality unmistakable.

And he was clearly, obviously, utterly foreign.

"Who are you?" she asked. It came out more suspicious than she intended.

He smiled—a slow, genuine curve of his lips that crinkled the corners of those remarkable eyes. "Fair question. I'm Kunle. I live nearby—well, temporarily. Rented an apartment a few streets over. I went for a stroll to take some night photographs and..." He gestured vaguely behind him. "I may have gotten turned around. The streets here are wonderfully chaotic. My GPS gave up about twenty minutes ago."

Pamela blinked. "You live nearby?"

"Just off Adeola Odeku. Walking distance, supposedly. Though at this point, I'm beginning to doubt the existence of straight lines in Lagos." He laughed at himself, a warm, self-deprecating sound. "It's my first time in Nigeria. I'm told getting lost is a rite of passage."

His name registered. "Kunle?". 

"Yes. Kunle Williams." He tilted his head, those hazel eyes studying her with open curiosity. "Is something wrong with my name?"

"No, it's just..." Pamela shook her head. "You're white."

He laughed—a real laugh, surprised and genuine. "Observant. Yes, I am. Also Nigerian. Complicated family situation." He said it lightly, with no expectation of her prying. Clearly a story for another time, if there was one.

Pamela didn't know what to say to that. She'd never met anyone who looked so completely one thing and claimed to be another. But there was something in his easy honesty, his willingness to laugh at himself, that disarmed her.

"You're really lost," she said. Not a question.

"Hopelessly. Thoroughly. Magnificently lost." He grinned. "I was actually hoping to find my way back to the main road, but instead I found a garage and its lovely, startled occupant. I'd call that an upgrade."

Pamela felt heat creep up her neck. "You shouldn't say things like that."

"Like what?"

"Like... lovely. You don't know me."

"I know you're standing in a garage at a wedding reception, clearly escaping the chaos. That tells me you value peace. I know you haven't called security on the strange white man who wandered into your hiding spot, which tells me you're either very trusting or very brave." His eyes sparkled. "I'm voting brave."

Despite herself, Pamela felt her lips twitch, she was smiling. "You're very talkative for someone who's lost."

"I'm very talkative generally. It's a curse and a gift." He shifted the camera on his shoulder. "I'm Kunle, by the way. I said that already. I'm repeating myself. The lostness is affecting my brain."

"Pamela."

"Pamela." He said it like he was tasting it, savoring it. "Beautiful name. Strong. Biblical. Suits you."

She should go back inside. Peggy would be looking for her. Paulina would be making toasts. Her family would worry.

But something made her stay. Maybe it was the genuine warmth in his eyes. Maybe it was the way he looked at her like she was a person he was genuinely interested in knowing. Maybe it was just that she wasn't ready to go back to the noise.

"Your apartment is on Adeola Odeku?" she heard herself ask.

"Yes. Well, supposedly. I trusted my phone, and my phone has betrayed me."

Pamela nodded toward the back of the garage. "There's a gate behind those shelves. It leads to the street. Take a left, then your first right, and you'll hit Adeola Odeku in about ten minutes."

He looked where she pointed, then back at her. "You're a life saver." 

"Can I ask you something?" he said.

Pamela tensed. "What?"

"When you smiled earlier. "It was lovely. Really lovely. You don't smile like that often, do you?"

The observation was so unexpected, so perceptive, that Pamela didn't know how to respond. "I... no. I suppose not."

"I thought so." He smiled, but it was different now—softer, more intimate. "You should. It transforms you." He hesitated, then lifted his camera. "Would you mind terribly if I tried to capture it? Just one shot. You don't have to pose or do anything different. Just... be however you are. I promise it'll take two seconds."

Pamela's instinct was to say no. To protect herself, to hide, to retreat behind her walls.

But something in his expression—the genuine appreciation, the artistic curiosity, the complete lack of predatory intent—made her hesitate.

"You want to photograph me? Now?"

"Only if you're comfortable. If you're not, that's completely fine. I just..." He shrugged, a little sheepishly. "The light in here is beautiful. And you're beautiful in it. It would be a shame not to capture it."

Beautiful. He'd called her beautiful.

Before she could talk herself out of it, Pamela gave a small nod.

He didn't make her pose. Didn't direct her or tell her where to stand. He simply lifted the camera, adjusted the focus, and waited. She stood there, leaning against the workbench, and after a moment, she forgot he was there.

She thought about the aunties. About Peggy's relentless teasing. About Paulina's pregnancy glow. About the chaos she'd escaped. A small smile tugged at her lips.

Click.

She looked up, surprised by the sound. He was already lowering the camera, a satisfied expression on his face.

"Got it," he said softly. "That was perfect."

"What was?"

"That moment. Right there. You were thinking about something that made you happy, and your whole face just... opened." He tucked the camera back against his side. "Thank you for letting me capture that."

Pamela didn't know what to say. No one had ever looked at her like that—like she was something worth capturing.

"Actually," he continued, a hopeful note creeping into his voice, "since I now have a photograph of you that I'd love to send you someday, and since I will absolutely get lost again, would you mind if I got your number? Strictly for navigational emergencies and photograph delivery purposes."

Pamela raised an eyebrow. "Navigational emergencies."

"And photograph delivery. Very important."

He was so earnest, so openly hopeful, that she found herself nodding before she could think better of it.

"Fine." She rattled off her number. He typed it into his phone with the solemn concentration of a man defusing a bomb.

"And your address?" he asked hopefully. "In case I need to send the photograph? Or find my way to your doorstep when I'm hopelessly turned around at 2 AM?"

"You are not showing up at my apartment at 2 AM."

"Fair. But what about a respectable hour? With the photograph? As a thank-you?"

Pamela hesitated. But his expression was so open, so genuinely hopeful, that she found herself giving him her address too.

"Ikeja," she said. "I'll text you the exact location. But if you show up uninvited at any hour, I'll have my sisters deal with you. And trust me, you don't want that."

He grinned. "Noted. Thank you, Pamela. For the directions, the photograph, the number, and the address. You've made a very lost tourist feel almost found."

And then he slipped behind the shelves and was gone.

Pamela stood alone with the hum of the fluorescent light and the faint, lingering scent of sandalwood and something clean.

She told herself it was nothing. A brief encounter with a strange, charming, very lost man who happened to have a good eye and a nice camera. She'd probably never hear from him again.

Her phone buzzed almost immediately.

"Test message. Making sure it works. Also, I found the street! You're a genius. Also also, that photograph is going to be stunning. Trust me. —K"

Despite herself, Pamela smiled.

—-
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TWO DAYS LATER, PAMELA was still thinking about him.

It was ridiculous. She didn't know him. She'd spent maybe twenty minutes in his company and exchanged a handful of texts since—mostly him sending updates on his adventures ("Found a restaurant that serves the best egusi soup I've ever tasted") and her responding with brief, polite replies.

But at odd moments, she'd catch herself remembering the way his eyes lit up when he talked about light and composition. The warmth in his voice when he'd said "you're beautiful in it." The scent of sandalwood that seemed to have lodged itself permanently in her memory.

She threw herself into her routine—morning prayers, Bible study prep, visits to the women in her outreach group. She was Sister Pamela, the reliable one, the faithful one, the one who always had a scripture for every occasion. She did not moon over strange men who happened to have charming accents and nice cameras.

On the third morning, her doorbell rang.

Pamela lived in a small but comfortable apartment in Ikeja—her own space, her sanctuary, the first place that had ever been entirely hers. She'd decorated it simply: cream walls, a comfortable sofa, her grandmother's rocking chair in the corner, and scripture verses calligraphed on canvas hanging throughout. It was peaceful. It was hers.

She wasn't expecting anyone.

Through the peephole, she saw a uniformed delivery man holding a flat package wrapped in brown paper. She opened the door cautiously.

"Miss Pamela Parker?"

"Yes?"

"Delivery for you. Sign here."

She signed, took the package, closed the door. The return address was a photography studio in Victoria Island—the same one Kunle had mentioned in one of his texts, where he was developing his Nigeria work.

Heart suddenly pounding for reasons she refused to examine, Pamela carried the package to her kitchen table and carefully unwrapped it.

It was a photograph. Framed simply in black wood. And it was her.

Her, standing in that garage, leaning against the workbench. Her head was slightly tilted, her lips curved in a small, genuine smile, her eyes soft with some private thought. The fluorescent light caught her profile, softened her edges, made her look... beautiful. Peaceful. Real.

She stared at it for a long time. 

She turned the photograph over.

On the back, in elegant handwriting: "This is who you are when you forget to hide. I told you it would be stunning. Thank you for trusting me. —K"

Pamela pressed a hand to her chest, where her heart was doing something complicated and alarming. He'd seen her—truly seen her—in a moment she hadn't even known she was sharing. And he'd turned it into art.

She carried it to her bedroom and placed it on her nightstand, where she could see it when she woke up.

Then she immediately felt guilty about it and covered it with a book.

Then she uncovered it again.

Then she prayed for strength.

Her phone buzzed.

"Did it arrive safely? I was worried the framing might be too much, but the image deserved proper presentation. —K"

She typed back: "It arrived. You didn't tell me you were going to frame it."

"I wanted it to be a surprise. Do you hate it?"

Pamela looked at the photograph. At herself, peaceful, smiling, unguarded.

"No," she typed. "I don't hate it."

"Good. Then it was worth it. That moment in the garage—you have no idea how beautiful you looked. I'm glad I captured it."

Pamela's cheeks warmed. She didn't know how to respond to that.

"Thank you," she typed finally."

"Always, Pamela. Always."

—-
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LATER THAT AFTERNOON, she went to her mother's house for their weekly family gathering. Grace's bungalow in Surulere was the heart of the Parker universe—a place of warmth, chaos, and enough food to feed a small army. Pamela could already smell the jollof rice from the street.

She walked in to find her sisters already there. Peggy was perched on the arm of the sofa, holding forth about something that required dramatic hand gestures. Paulina was sprawled in an armchair, looking like she'd swallowed a watermelon and was deeply unimpressed about it.

But not just any watermelon. Paulina was visibly pregnant—the kind of pregnant that made you want to pull up a chair and watch, just in case something exciting happened.

"You're huge," Pamela said, because she was a loving sister.

Paulina shot her a look that could curdle milk. "Thank you for that keen observation. I'm also aware that my ankles have disappeared and I haven't seen my feet in three weeks. Anything else you'd like to state about my current state?"

"I'm just saying. You look like you're about to pop."

"I'm not about to pop. I have six more weeks. Six. Long. Weeks." Paulina shifted, trying to find a comfortable position, and failed. "Tunde keeps following me around with a pillow and a glass of water like I'm a fragile flower. I could still
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