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NFUDU WAS BORN IN EASTERN Nigeria when the British ruled its vast lands. She had the most delicate charm and spoke with a musical tone. Gentlemen were turned on by her soft demeanor, often brawling while vying for her attention. Her skin had an olive-brown shade that glowed in the light and glistened like dew drops on leaves when she was wet. She walked with such stylish steps that everyone who saw her took a second glance and marveled at her rhythmic movements. 

Everyone in the community witnessed Nfudu blossoming into a great beauty. Affluent families lined up their most promising sons to win her affection. Her prospects were a standing discussion during house parties, where guests exchanged opinions about the most potential suitor for her.

Despite the constant attention, Nfudu remained unaware of the impact of her beauty. “Papa, people are always staring at me,” she would sometimes confide in her father as a young girl when she grew weary of the frequent stares from men. 

Her father, Chief Ibe, did his best to assuage her concerns to ensure she maintained her confidence and self-esteem. “It’s because you’re beautiful, my child,” was his usual response. 

Although his words did little to ease her anxiety, they always put a smile on her face. 
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WITH SEVENTEEN SIBLINGS, Nfudu was never bored with the endless entertainment from all corners of her home. Their parties were a big affair, and bouncers were always on hand to rid the gatherings of unwanted guests and troublemakers. 

One week after Emeka and Dike, Nfudu’s twin brothers, celebrated their seventeenth birthday, Nfudu kicked around a streamer, which one of the cleaners had missed. The extravagant parties thrown at the Ibe compound were starting to give her a headache, and this small litter almost tipped the scale. 

“Mama, Mama!” Nfudu called, stomping into her mother’s room to discuss the issue of excessive partying. “Mama, a simple solution will be to combine birthdays.”

“My dear, what you’re suggesting is an excellent idea in theory. In practice, it will worsen the competition among my husband’s wives.”

“Then we should involve Papa.”

“And stir up a hornet’s nest?” her mother retorted, twisting her mouth as she tightened the wrapper around her chest. “Your father will most likely agree with you as his Ada, his first daughter, but the other women will grumble and make life difficult.” ​

Nfudu shook her head and adjusted her position on the bed to face her mother. “I don’t know how you handle sharing your husband with three other women. You’re so strong.”

“Strong?” Mrs. Ibe retorted before her laughter echoed through the room, shrill and unexpected, like the chilling cry of a masquerade, causing Nfudu to jump on her feet. “It’s not been rosy,” she said when her chest finally stopped heaving. “Did you hear what Mama Nkechi did last week when you were in Lagos?” 

“Mm-mm.”

“She crashed her two-year-old Mercedes Benz because she couldn’t bear that your father bought the latest model for me.” 

“That’s ridiculous!” Nfudu exclaimed, rolling her eyes. “I pray Papa lives long enough to witness the important moments in his children’s lives, let alone deal with the competition among his women.”

“My dear, pray harder because, in reality, most of these men die young and leave their wives and children to deal with the mess they created,” her mother concluded, waving both hands in the air.
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CHIEF IBE WAS THE HIGHEST-ranking chief in Abasi. His title—Akajiora, carried certain unique privileges such as veto power to appoint and dethrone the ruling Igwe. In Abasi, prestige was measured by material wealth, stature, and the number of wives and children possessed by a man compared to his peers. With four wives and eighteen children—who treated him like a god and feared the sound of his booming voice, broad shoulders, and towering six-foot-six stature—he was not considered wanting in any category.  

The Ibe compounds in Abasi and Nkume, where his family resided for a part of each year, were lavish. Each was a mirror image of the other. Both contained five duplexes, one for each of Chief Ibe’s four wives and the fifth for Chief Ibe to entertain his guests—mostly dignitaries—who often visited from far and wide. Each entrance was lined with beautiful stone sculptures that seemed to come to life if one stared long enough. Four bungalow-style homes, located at the north end of each duplex, were reserved as servants’ quarters. The gardens were immaculately kept by the gardener, Ene, who prided himself on making any plant from any part of the world grow under his ‘magical hands’. 

Nfudu dreamt of a time when she could escape the pandemonium in her home to build a life of her own. Whenever her father’s wives fought, it motivated her to fight harder to secure her departure. Most days, she studied without a break, never taking her eyes off the vision of passing her exams, her passport out of her home, and into the International Institute of Fashion in Paris. The school was highly reputable and offered an excellent curriculum. Most of the graduates from the Institute went on to become world-renowned fashion designers.

“Nfudu!” yelled Mrs. Ibe as Nfudu bade farewell to her friends who had come to visit. 

Startled at the sight of her mother’s imposing figure waving and running in her direction as her sister Afonwa trailed behind, her first instinct was to run, but she froze to the spot when she heard Mrs. Ibe announce, “You were accepted!” 

“Accepted...where?” Nfudu asked, wide-eyed and confused. 

“Where else? The International Institute of Fashion,” Mrs. Ibe exclaimed, throwing both hands in the air as she swayed her hips slowly from side to side.

“You don’t mean it!” Nfudu screamed, hugging her mother so tight she gasped for air. Tears rolled down her eyes as she released her and knelt on the hard cement floor, raising both hands into the sun-filled sky and muttering a prayer. 

“Please don’t forget us when you start making your millions oh!” Afonwa chimed in, smiling mischievously.

Nfudu frowned and turned to Afonwa. “That’s impossible!” she exclaimed, feigning annoyance as she sprang from the floor. “When I make my first million, you and Mama will be the first to know. Don’t you trust me?” 

“I know what you’re capable of, my dear,” Mrs. Ibe said. “I pray that God will go with you, guide you, protect you, and bring you back home safely at the end of your program.”

“Ameeen!” Nfudu and Afonwa shouted happily before they held each other and walked into the house to share the good news with the rest of the family.

​

It was June of 1963. Although the thought of moving to Paris was an exciting one for Nfudu, she was wary of the situation on the other side of the world. Her parents were less concerned—they had secured her a hostel accommodation—which would protect her from the issues on the streets. In her dreams, she envisioned returning after her studies, when she had hopefully made a name for herself.

Freshman classes at the International Institute of Fashion were scheduled to resume in January, which left Nfudu only a few months to prepare. Her parents were happy she was pursuing her dreams but wanted her to maintain a certain status quo. Chief Ibe made this clear when she took his medication to his room during one of the last nights she spent at home.

“I make one request of you,” he began in a harsh tone.

“What Papa?” 

Putting on a straight face, he said matter-of-factly, “The only thing I ask is that you don’t bring home a white man. There will be plenty of suitors waiting for you when you return. Just focus on your studies and remember there is time for everything. Have you heard me?”

Nfudu wanted to crawl under the bed and hide from the embarrassment. “Papa, please stop. Pleeease...I’m going to Paris to study and not to chase after men,” she said, glancing at the door as she deliberated her escape while her father’s scolding fell on deaf ears.

“I’m just warning you ahead of time because Okudo’s daughter returned after six years in America with a white man and a baby,” he continued, gesturing frantically. “It was such a disappointment for all the young men waiting for her hand in marriage and an even bigger disappointment for her parents.” 

Nfudu lowered her head. She knew responding to her father could earn her a slap, as it had in the past. At twenty years of age, she had minimal experience with men. These conversations about suitors always caused her blood to boil, and her father seemed to bring it up any chance he got, even though he was the last person she wanted to talk to about men. 

Nfudu had never gone the whole way with a man. The most she knew about intimate male-female relations were from the stories she heard from her inexperienced friends and that horrible nanny who got fired seven years ago. The closest contact she had ever had with a member of the opposite sex was the kisses she stole from Amadi behind the cherry bushes in her father’s compound whenever she pretended to accompany him to his car to give him a message for his sister, Ngozi. Amadi was only two years her senior but seemed so knowledgeable about such matters, which made her accord him a certain level of respect. 

​

A few days later, Nfudu visited Ngozi in her family home. After Ngozi left for the kitchen to prepare a meal, Nfudu was alone in the small living room with Amadi. 

“We can’t afford to let your parents see us,” Nfudu said as they kissed and caressed. 

“How could they see us? They traveled to Lome and won’t be back until tomorrow.”

“Okay. But Ngozi might see us.”

“Don’t worry about that. Let’s go to my room for a moment. There’s something I’d like to show you,” he said, eyeing Nfudu seductively. “It’s a surprise. You’ll like it. I promise.”

“Okay, but hurry so I can join her in the kitchen.” 

Nfudu did not believe Amadi had any valuable surprise for her, and she was concerned about what her friend would think if she ventured near his room. Still, she didn’t know if her curiosity or her new quest for adventure, brought on by her move to Paris, made her go against her better judgment. 

Amadi led her upstairs to his bedroom and quietly shut the door behind them. He reached into his closet, pulled out a small satin box, and handed it to her. Nfudu opened the box to reveal a beautiful gold necklace with a round pendant and the letter N inscribed inside the circle.

“Wow! Stunning,” she said, looking at him with doe-shaped eyes. Knowing they had a unique way of always revealing what she felt at any moment, she darted her head to the right in characteristic fashion to hide the allure in them.

“Yeah. I had it especially made for you.”

“Thank you so much!” She took the necklace out of the box and handed it to him. “Please help me put it on,” she said with a yielding tone.

“Sure.” He held her shoulders and turned her back towards himself. As he placed it on her neck, he gently caressed her. She froze, surprised by the warmth coursing through her entire frame as she felt a thick bulge that grew and pulsated the longer he stood behind her. 

“I wish you didn’t have to go,” he whispered into her ears, jolting her back into reality. 

Nfudu pulled away from him, rushed out the door, and flew down the stairs. She was breathing hard when she joined Ngozi in the kitchen. 

“Where were you? I was just about to start searching everywhere,” she said shrilly.

“Oh,” Nfudu replied, trying to control her breathing while subconsciously hiding the necklace she was wearing with her hand. “I was discussing something with Amadi. I’m here now.”

Several months after that intimate encounter with Amadi, Nfudu had recurring dreams about sex. She woke up moaning from the sheer pleasure of it. One day, she hoped to find the man to enjoy that, which she could only dare to dream about. She also looked forward to spooning with her dream man until they both would fall asleep. With her trip to Paris pending, Nfudu had no plans of being bogged down by Amadi and other potential suitors. She had other dreams that spanned far beyond getting hitched. First, she had to conquer the world.
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PARIS WAS BUZZING WHEN Nfudu arrived in the fall. Many structures were still in a terrible state despite the significant efforts made under de Gaulle’s leadership to rebuild France. Several churches had burnt to the ground, and former historical sites looked abandoned. Parisians were still recovering from the ravaging effects of the war as peasants and beggars roamed the back streets, and touts crowded the sidewalks looking to make a quick buck. Nfudu was disappointed when she first saw the dilapidated state of some parts of the city, but a look beyond the surface opened her eyes to how romantic Paris was. Ancient stone structures filled the landscape. Quaint cafes lined the streets. She stared for hours at the beautiful women darting in and out of the couture houses and visualized running her own empire. Black seemed to be the choice color of the season. Inside, they greeted her warmly, but with her limited French, she could not get past the pleasantries to discuss the designs in detail. 

During her second week in Paris, she registered for a class for newcomers with varying degrees of French language knowledge to add finesse to her speech. The class had about thirty students from all walks of life. There were a couple of clergies, businessmen and women, and stay-at-home moms. There was also a good mix of nationalities—at least half of the attendees were international students—who had recently relocated to France to study. A handful were new or existing students at the International Institute of Fashion. The Assistant Tutor, Vanessa, provided extra lessons to anyone needing additional help with the topics taught in class. 

At break time one afternoon, Vanessa walked to Nfudu with her hand outstretched. “You speak excellent English.”

“Thank you,” replied Nfudu, shaking Vanessa’s hand.

“Have you ever lived outside Nigeria?”

Nfudu chuckled slightly before responding. “No, I haven’t, but English is the national language in Nigeria.”

“Interesting,” said Vanessa. “I really ought to learn more about the world around me. Each day I find out how little I know.”

“Don’t we all?” added Nfudu, with a knowing smile.

Nfudu’s mind lingered on Vanessa’s sweet demeanor and attractiveness. She had long shiny black hair, well-defined facial features, and a rear that put Nfudu’s African version to shame.

“What are you doing this evening?” Vanessa asked as Nfudu was about to leave.

Nfudu had not given her evening a thought before that moment. “Nothing really!” she said, regretting her words as soon as they were uttered from fear that Vanessa might find her too eager or worse still—needy.

“I’m seeing a movie tonight with a couple of friends. Would you like to join?”

“I wouldn’t like to impose.”

“Not at all. We can pick you up at eight. Put down your address here,” said Vanessa, pulling out a notepad and pen from her satchel and handing it to Nfudu. 

Nfudu scribbled the address on the notepad and returned it to her.

“You’re staying at the Décolletage hostel of the International Institute of Fashion?” Vanessa said excitedly, staring at the paper.

“Yes,” answered Nfudu. “I’ll be starting classes there next year.”

“I’ll be attending the same school, in January. It’s no coincidence that we’re friends.”

Nfudu’s smile widened when Vanessa referred to her as a friend. “Will you be staying at the hostel, also?”

“Yes and no,” Vanessa responded, tilting her head to the side. “I mean...I hope. Father may want me to stay with some friends in town. They have a big place on Germaine Street, but I prefer the hostel. It will keep me close to the action. Do you like living at the hostel?”

“Yes! So far it has exceeded my expectations. I like the cafes, and I don’t have to step outside the grounds to shop or even be entertained. I’m guaranteed company during the holidays since students lodge there all year round.”

“That sounds great. Father and my stepmother will never sanction my staying in the hostel for the holidays, though.”

“Oh, your parents are divorced?” Nfudu blurted out, but immediately realized her slip-up. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be nosy.”

“It’s nothing to be ashamed of. They’ve been divorced for four years. I live with my father, Javier, and stepmother, Juliette, in Nice. For the past three years, I attended boarding school in London which is my second home. I took this tutoring job right after graduation.”

“Does your father approve of you working?”

“Yes! It was his idea. He thinks it’ll make me well-rounded. Taking the job in Paris was an easy decision for me because my boyfriend Jeremy lives here.”
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VANESSA PICKED NFUDU at eight from the Décolletage hostel lobby. As she entered the back seat of the black Porsche driven by Jeremy, she was greeted by Jeremy’s friend Stanley. 

“Glad you could join us. Stanley just arrived from Milan for the weekend,” chimed Vanessa. “You’ve met Jeremy.”

“Yes.  A few times during lunch breaks at the French classes. Hi guys.”

“Hello,” both replied in unison.

Nfudu immediately noticed Stanley’s serious look and dark well-coiffed hair, which was a stark contrast from Jeremy’s blonde one. They were exact opposites in appearance and demeanor. Jeremy was very friendly and always had his lips curved into a smile. His tall, muscular frame was a little bit intimidating. It seemed to contradict his friendly nature and his tousled hairstyle. 

At the Cinema they were swiftly met by a worker who led them to their seats. Jeremy slipped a franc note into her hand, and a huge smile spread across her face. Any onlooker could tell she received a generous tip.  In their row, Nfudu sat next to Stanley on one end while Vanessa and Jeremy sat beside them. Jeremy leaned forward and cranked his head in Stanley’s direction. “Make sure Nfudu is comfortable.”

“I sure will,” he responded.

The movie ‘Three Girls in Paris’ was highly anticipated by women all over Europe, and that night, being the opening, the Cinema was filled to the brim with women of all ages and sizes. There were a few men with bored looks on their faces. 

In the few minutes she conversed with Stanley, Nfudu learned he was a third-year law student at the University of Milan, had been a friend of Jeremy’s since childhood, and was taking a short break from school before the grind of the winter session began. 

“Vanessa tells me you’re here to attend the International Institute of Fashion. Congratulations!” Stanley half yelled amidst the loud noise in the cinema.

“Thank you!” Nfudu replied, raising her voice to be heard amidst the chatter throughout the theatre. “It’s always been my dream to be a fashion designer. What is your motivation for studying Law?”

“I come from a family of lawyers. My grandfather owned a successful law firm, and my father and older brother are lawyers.”

“Wow! What a pedigree,” marveled Nfudu as the opening scene for the movie flashed on the screen, and they leaned into their seats to watch. There were moments of silence within the first hour as the story built up, and collective oohs and ahhs when the characters—three Danish girls got lost on their trip to Paris. An annoying gentleman talked during most of the movie. Laughter reverberated through the cinema the two hours they were there. 

“That was amazing!” Jeremy said as the credits rolled on the screen. “I hope you enjoyed it?”

“Very much. I agree. It was amazing! This is the most fun I have had since being in the city,” Nfudu said as she made her way out of their row. “Thank you so much!”

“You’re welcome,” Vanessa cooed. “Would you like to join us for a cruise around the Orangerie tomorrow afternoon? It will be fun. That is if you don’t have anything better to do.”

“I would love to.”

“Great. We’ll pick you up after lunch,” Stanley responded with a wry smile before she stepped out of the car. 

The next day, they cruised around the Orangerie and down to the Tuileries Gardens. Throughout the day, Stanley opened every door for Nfudu and pulled out all her chairs, which made her giggle at every turn. She admired the blue blazer he paired with his crisp white t-shirt and got acquainted with the musky but sweet smell of his cologne. 

On entering the dining hall, Nfudu marveled at the dinner setting. Delicate petals from fresh fall blooms floated around in transparent glass bowls that were used as centerpieces for the tables. The table arrangement provided diners the opportunity to interact with each other. Outside the window, the Eiffel Tower could be seen changing color every two seconds from yellow to blue to purple as they cruised by. This made their evening even more spectacular. By the time Jeremy dropped Nfudu back at her hostel, she crashed on her bed, rather exhausted. As she settled down for the night, she thought about the events of the day and laughed to herself, shaking her head. With any other company, she might not have had as much fun, she thought.
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DURING HER SHORT STAY at the hostel, Nfudu had made quite a few friends who were willing to show her around Paris, and this had blown her cash to bits. To make up for the shortfall, she perused the newspapers for modeling jobs. Soon, she was attending auditions and experiencing rejection because of her fuller figure. Often, she was told by modeling agencies that she had the type of body most people would envy, but her buttocks were too full to fit into their client’s clothes, not fit for the runway or even the fashion magazines.

One cold day in November, as she walked away from yet another rejection, she pulled her jacket tighter and adjusted her hood to prevent the icy November air from piercing her chest. As she stopped to check her reflection in a glazed-over window, she felt two light taps on her shoulder, causing her to jump. She turned around and quickly calmed when she realized it was the interviewer from her last walk-in. The small man gave her a faint smile, apologizing for startling her. “Bernies is looking for a sales girl to man the storefront, and I think you’ll be right for the job. Is that something you’ll consider?” 

“Definitely,” she answered. “When do they need one by?” 

“Immediately. Their sales girl quit unexpectedly, and since the Christmas season is around the corner, they’re frantic to get a replacement. Your French is good. They’ll be happy to have you.”

“Thank you! I’ll appreciate it if you can arrange a meeting for me.”

Nfudu had frequented the beautiful shops she saw along the way but hadn’t considered working in one of them. However, when the Store Manager at Bernies called her that evening to ask if she could resume in two days, she seized the opportunity and accepted the offer even though it meant missing the last week of her French classes. 

To celebrate her new job, she invited Vanessa and Marion—a second-year student at the International Institute of Fashion, for dinner the following evening. They hung out in Nfudu’s room and enjoyed some Chinese take-out from the vendor across the street, and drank a cheap bottle of wine Nfudu had picked up from the liquor store near the French class. 

“This is the best Chinese food I’ve ever had,” exclaimed Vanessa as she took a second helping of the chicken fried rice. 

“Yeah,” agreed Nfudu. “It’s my go-to food.”

“I may decide to stay in the hostel for this,” Vanessa declared.

Nfudu’s eyes widened in glee. “That will be so nice. Marion and I will be so happy to have you.”

“Thank you, love. I hope you enjoy your new job. We’ll miss you at the French classes. If you’d like, I can help you cover the curriculum you’re going to miss.”

“That will be awesome,” Nfudu said excitedly. “My French is not yet as fluent as I need it to be. Thank you for this offer.” 

“You’re welcome. That’s the least I can do.”

Nfudu tidied up and hopped into bed after they left. She woke up tired and groggy after only a few hours of sleep and took a quick bath before popping some gum in her mouth to stay awake when the stores opened at nine. 

She worked at Bernies up until Christmas Eve. When she received her final paycheck from her manager, Sophie, she felt a sudden surge of emotions as Sophie hugged her for what might be the last time. 

“We will miss you a lot,” she said, releasing Nfudu’s grip to wipe the tear that was beginning to drip down the corner of her eye. 

“I’ll miss you all too,” Nfudu replied, pleased with the warm welcome she received from Sophie and the rest of the team. The friendliness the French exhibited towards strangers never ceased to surprise her. It always made her feel at ease. 

“Promise you’ll return if you ever need a job and don’t be a stranger.”

“I may come in to help on weekends and some evenings, but that will depend on my class schedule.”

“I understand,” Sophie responded. Let me know what works for you. Au revoir.” 

“Au revoir!”

As she headed home, Nfudu realized the splendor of the Christmas season in Paris. It had a poetic charm that thrilled the most delicate of senses and made one wonder about the beautiful works of the Creator. She was ecstatic about the soft white snow, the beautiful Christmas decorations that lined the streets, especially the ones on Balmain Street, and the cheer on the faces of Parisians as they proclaimed “Joyeaux Noel!” to one another. That made her forget about the cold wintry air that blew across her face as she made her way to the train station.

On the train, she felt a deep sense of nostalgia sweep over her. Her eyes glazed over as she thought about what her siblings would be doing at that moment. Since Christmas was usually the most exciting time of the year in Chief Ibe’s home, everyone cast all their troubles aside and enjoyed the beauty and magic of the season. She imagined the older kids would be home from boarding school and would have lined up their fancy attires in readiness for church service on Christmas day. She would be glaringly absent. They would miss her, just as much as she missed them.

She woke up on Christmas morning, concerned that it would be the loneliest of Christmases. Besides being so far away from home, her best friends were also gone—Vanessa was in Nice with her family, while Stanley was in Milan. She ate a quiet breakfast in her room and walked two miles with Marion and Adalicia to Notre Dame for the Gregorian Mass. They sat in the pews and listened to the sweet hymns sung by the adult choir, led by none other than France’s Henri Sylvian.

After church, Nfudu and her friends walked around the city and ate lunch along the way from one of the street vendors perched at the entrance to the Eiffel Tower. Her feelings of loneliness soon vanished as the beautiful sites renewed her joy. It was then that she realized she would never get tired of Paris and for the first time since her arrival, she felt at home in another man’s land. She decided to make the best of her current situation, which many would have given their right hand for. Besides, she would turn twenty-one in June and soon enough her parents would expect her to marry and move permanently away from home.
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VANESSA ARRIVED AT the school two days before New Year. Nfudu was overjoyed about her decision to live at the hostel. Their relationship had blossomed into a sisterhood. They had so much in common. Both were twenty going on twenty-one, had similar family backgrounds, the same taste in men, and a love of fashion. That evening, Nfudu joined her for dinner with her parents, who had driven with her from Nice. Classes at the International Institute of Fashion were scheduled to resume on the fourth of January, so the hostel was filling up with new students and returnees.

Nfudu sat politely at the table, so as not to give away the anxiety she felt at meeting Vanessa’s parents for the first time. From her position, she couldn’t help but notice the strikingly handsome man sitting across from her. Vanessa’s father, Javier was a business magnate, who made his money trading jewelry in the mid-fifties and later expanded his business to include a sportswear line. He was well-known as a shrewd businessman, who wouldn’t take no for an answer. He came from French aristocracy but never gave his heritage much thought and when confronted with it, he brushed it off and was once rumored to have said, “My chance of ever ascending the throne if it ever were to be available is as much as the chance that the entire country will be overtaken by Orangutans.” He rarely used his title Marquis, but on occasion alluded to it during official engagements.

Javier exuded a certain sex appeal, had an impeccable physique, and taut muscles in his six foot four frame, which was rare for a man in his early forties. He was rather irresistible and had a taste for gorgeous women. His current wife, Juliette was very beautiful and merely a few years older than his daughter. His ex-wife Brandy, who had since remarried and moved to Ireland with her second husband, was also a looker. They had Vanessa when Brandy was about Vanessa’s age. Their divorce shocked everyone who knew them as they had been completely smitten with each other and a great example of young love. No one, except the two of them, knew what went wrong in their relationship. Javier was devastated when it first happened but later recovered after he met Juliette.

At dinner, they enjoyed a wonderful meal of roast lamb, herby potatoes, and zesty spring greens. Juliette seemed to have her mind elsewhere and was a little disinterested in the topics at hand. Javier, on the other hand, was more forthcoming. He seemed livelier and particularly happy to meet his daughter’s new girlfriend. He engaged Nfudu in conversation throughout dinner and in return, Nfudu was elated by his interest in her. 

“Why did you stray so far away from home?” he asked. “The weather in Nigeria is so beautiful and the country is going in such an amazing direction, with the discovery of oil and independence...”

“You’re right,” Nfudu responded. “I miss home terribly. I would have loved to be back in Nigeria with my family for Christmas enjoying the thirty-degree weather.”

“Dad! Please don’t remind her that she’s far from home,” said Vanessa tapping her father’s hand playfully.

“Oh! I’m sorry,” said Javier. An awkward silence followed. Nfudu guessed he struggling to remedy the situation.

“I’m very happy to be in Paris,” she said, offering him a way out.  “I’ve loved it so far and made great friends. Who can complain about this unique opportunity to study fashion in a school that has been described as ‘The best place to kick-start a fashion career.’? There’s plenty of time to enjoy the beautiful weather back home...and to partake in the ‘oil boom.’”

“You’re brave to have come all this way.” Nfudu was surprised to hear Juliette’s comment.

“Thank you,” Nfudu muttered, smiling and nodding in agreement with Juliette’s remark.

“I also schooled abroad—in America. It was scary at first because I had to leave my family and everything I knew for the first time. In the end, I got accustomed to it and made some lifelong friends and business contacts.”

Nfudu realized she may have judged Juliette too soon. She wasn’t nearly as reticent as she had initially observed. Having bagged a degree in Finance from Duke, she was obviously intelligent. She rarely smiled, but when she did, a twinkle flashed in her eyes and the smile lingered for moments longer than usual making it impossible to doubt its sincerity.

Throughout dinner, Nfudu felt Javier’s deep-set green eyes pierce through her whenever he addressed her. Those moments literally took her breath away. The ease with which he engaged her in conversation on different topics would have given an onlooker the impression that they had known each other all their lives. She dismissed his interest in her as natural and innocent, as any man would have acted similarly when meeting their daughter’s friend for the first time. It would have been unusual to expect a different outcome, just because she found him attractive.

Javier was the most interesting man Nfudu had ever met. She imagined that if he weren’t her friend’s Dad, and not married, she would definitely date him—if he asked her. She never expected in a million years to feel that much attraction for a much older man and hoped that no one could read her mind and the dirty thoughts floating on its surface. The fear of being discovered made her shudder. She was still lost in thought when Javier asked, “Care for coffee?” looking directly at her.

“Yes please,” she stuttered. “But only if everyone else is having.”

“We all are. Don’t worry about it.”

When dinner was over, Javier drove Nfudu and Vanessa to the hostel. After he and Juliette bade the girls goodnight, he told Vanessa, “We’ll be driving back to Nice very early in the morning. We need to be home before lunch. Call me at the hotel if you need anything. Je t’aime!” 

“Je t’aime aussi! Have a safe trip, Dad,” Vanessa responded, blowing two kisses, one each for him and Juliette. 

Before falling asleep that night, Nfudu thought about Javier in ways she was not proud of. She imagined him holding her in his arms while she ran her hands through his hair. Chuckling, she said to herself, “I must be dreaming.” She cautioned herself to keep her feelings for him a secret until it passed. Better still, until she met a man who would interest her as much as he did. She hoped that would be soon.
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ON NEW YEAR’S EVE, Stanley and Jeremy took the girls to Rex where a crowd was beginning to gather way ahead of midnight to usher in the New Year. It was a popular spot amongst Parisians, who typically ushered in the New Year in grand style. When the foursome first arrived at the venue, it was impossible to get a seat in a good spot, but they finally found suitable seats at the bar. Soon, the girls began to feel more comfortable and enjoy themselves. They were on the dance floor when the countdown for New Year “Ten...nine...eight...” resumed. The booming sound of the loudspeakers, coupled with the loud chanting of everyone present, startled Nfudu from her deep conversation with Stanley. Before she realized it, he pulled her close, first planting a firm kiss on her lips and then gliding his hand up her back and resting it at the nape of her neck. Her first instinct was to shove him off, but stopped when she realized that everyone around them was engaged in varied forms of ‘Kissolorgy’—some were ‘Frenching’ while others were planting light kisses on each other, and more still, were loudly smacking their mouths for the whole town to hear. Since Stanley’s kiss was innocent enough, she recovered from her initial shock but stared in astonishment at the crowd when cheers of “Bonne Annee!” filled the air. 

When the excitement finally died down, Stanley drew close to Nfudu and whispered in her ear, “Have you seen Jeremy and Vanessa anywhere?” 

“No, I haven’t!” Nfudu responded. “We should probably go look for them.”

They found the pair in a lip-lock in a dark corner. Vanessa was easy to spot because of her short, red, sequined dress, which glimmered in the dark. Laughing off the fact that they had been discovered, Vanessa and Jeremy followed them to the main venue, where they partied till morning. 

The following day, Stanley left for Milan after a quick visit to the hostel. Nfudu was still a little self-conscious about what had occurred the night before. The kiss, although seemingly innocent, made her wonder if Stanley was developing romantic feelings for her. Of greater concern to her was his hand lingering on her back. In the end, she brushed it off with the excuse that he’d had a little too much to drink.
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THE INTERNATIONAL INSTITUTE of Fashion was founded by Mayor Theodore Luxe, who made his fortune as an oil merchant. The Luxe family still owned fifty-five percent of the Institute, but for many years, were the sole owners until World War II—which had a profound effect on their finances. Subsequently, ownership was expanded to include a couple of other affluent families. However, as the family still held majority ownership, their influence could still be seen everywhere around the campus. 

The Institute was everything Nfudu had imagined, and more. It had a certain luxurious feel that could only be seen to be believed. From the architectural buildings—constructed over 3 decades ago to the romantic tree-lined streets—she knew she would never get bored with her surroundings. An entire building was reserved for the gymnasium, rumored to be the largest in Europe, with its Olympic-sized swimming pool and state-of-the-art equipment. The library was an edifice that spanned several floors. It culminated in a penthouse used as an exhibit for the Fashion House of Luxe, a prestigious clothing line that catered to the wealthy and was owned by Theodore’s granddaughter. 

The hostels were a short walking distance via a scenic route from the classrooms. Right outside the establishment were at least half a dozen restaurants and cafés as well as an old eighteenth-century church where many atrocities were committed against prisoners of war. Memorabilia representing those atrocities were preserved as historical artifacts in secure glass displays inside the church building. The grounds were converted into a beautiful garden, with a large stone structure in the centre. A chronicle of the timeline of the events that occurred in the church was outlined on a plaque. Many a tourist would read it and shudder in disbelief at the plight of their fellow humans.

The curriculum at the Institute included a requirement for students to take part in internships during their free time between terms. As the winter session drew to a close, Nfudu made a significant effort to secure a spot in a suitable fashion house for a spring internship. She visited every fashion house on Balmain Street but got a negative response each time. She was either told she was too late and all available spaces had been filled, or the house was not taking any new interns that year. She was exhausted from trying and was beyond herself with excitement when Vanessa barged into her room a few days before the end of the first semester, wearing a mischievous smile. “What do you say about a two-week internship in London over Easter?” Vanessa asked.

“You don’t mean it! How?” asked Nfudu. “Spill the beans!” She didn’t want to be held in suspense for a second longer. 

“Okay...,” Vanessa said, still taking her time, to taunt her. “Dad secured us an internship at the House of Eudora. He ran into Lady Eudora at a party last weekend and she said it would be okay for us to intern there. Would you like to—?”

“Are you kidding?” Nfudu squealed, pausing to take a deep breath to contain a little bit of her excitement. “This is a dream come true! Of course, I would love to participate. We can shop and visit all the beautiful sites. But, wait...where will we stay in London?”

“We can lodge at Dad’s guest house and be catered to by a housekeeper and a butler.”

“Wow! That’s a far cry from how we live here in the hostel.” Nfudu exclaimed, secretly more excited about the possibility that she would be seeing Vanessa’s father nearly every day. 

“Yeah!” agreed Vanessa. “It’s also a great opportunity for us to make leaps in our career. Lady Eudora is one of the best fashion designers in the business.”

“I agree. Everything about it sounds fantastic. I can’t wait to tell Mother.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re on board. It will be lots of fun.”

For Nfudu, it was a no-brainer because she loved London. She thought it was one of the most exciting cities in the world and was happy for an opportunity to work there. Having visited twice in the past with her family, she had noted it as one of those places she would visit many times during her lifetime. Besides that, she looked forward to escaping the drudgery of the fashion school and spending two weeks with Vanessa.

Lady Jeannette Eudora was a family friend, who owed Javier a favor for a ‘big deed’ he had done for her in the past. Vanessa did not know the nature of this deed but knew that it was a long-standing family discussion. Often, she heard her parents speaking in hushed tones whenever they discussed Jeannette when she was younger. Their secrecy made her even more curious to discover what they were hiding.  When she got older, it occurred to her that it may not have been anything significant, but for some reason, they had chosen to keep the issue a secret from her. 
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NFUDU AND VANESSA LEFT for London on the Metro a day after classes ended for the first semester. A limousine picked them up at the train station and took them to the Lodge. On arrival, the girls were welcomed with colorful desserts and bubbling champagne. Nfudu was escorted to her room by the caretaker, who avoided her gaze. Vanessa’s room was next to hers and each room was nicely decorated with beautiful Victorian furniture. Nfudu was drawn to the window, where a bouquet of fresh flowers in an array of spring colors was placed on a small table. Plopping down on the bed she caressed the plush blanket for some minutes when she had a moment alone. It was the softest blanket she had ever touched.

When Vanessa gave her a tour of the Lodge, Nfudu discovered that the rest of the property was just as beautiful as their rooms. There was an indoor swimming pool, with a lounge and a bar for guests to relax after their day’s activities. 

“This is beautiful,” Nfudu muttered under her breath. “I wonder how we’re going to get any work done in a place like this.”

“Wait till you see the garden,” said Vanessa. “It’s heavenly. Dad spends most of his time there when he’s around. During good weather, he could stay there all day working and meeting with clients.”

Nfudu felt her heart beating faster than usual at the mere mention of Javier. “Is he joining us for the break?” she asked rather furtively to mask her interest.

“Yes, with Juliette. They’re arriving the day before Easter. It’s going to be a full house.”

“The more the merrier!”

“I agree, and Juliette is a lot of fun. Let’s get some dinner and go to bed. We have to be at the House of Eudora first thing tomorrow morning.”

-
[image: ]


WHEN NFUDU AND VANESSA arrived at the House of Eudora the following day they were disappointed by the tasks they were assigned. They were devoid of the glitz and glamour the girls had expected. Their disappointment dissipated after their supervisor explained the structure of the internship. 

“In the first installment, you'll complete two weeks in the merchandising department,” she said. “After that, you’ll work at various levels of Arts and Design. At the end of each stage, you will be assigned a small project with a buddy. This will be assessed using three major criteria—quality, originality, and creativity.”

“When do we get to work on the fashion floor?” Vanessa asked, unable to hide her disappointment.

“Not until the next two sessions,” replied the supervisor. “It could happen faster depending on the circumstances, but I’ll advise you to relax. You’ll get there sooner than you know. Our interns usually have a good time and as long as they work hard, they receive adequate training to excel in their careers.” 

They spent their first day in the merchandising department, where they mastered the practical aspects of buying, selling, and advertising, through occupation with small tasks. The program, however, was more intense than Nfudu and Vanessa had expected. There were long periods of working on commercials and a few short ten-minute breaks for coffee. Lunch was practically nonexistent. Cold sandwiches were passed around to the interns. It got a little bit tiring and monotonous, but Nfudu was able to see the big picture. She could relate what she learned to everything she had been taught about fashion merchandising at the Institute

Back at the Lodge, the girls met a surprise—Javier was waiting in the large Victorian living room. He rose to welcome them as they walked in and hugged his daughter tightly. 

“Dad, you tricked me! I thought you were coming a little bit later.”

“I did not intend to trick you, my love,” responded Javier. “Juliette opted to spend Easter with her parents in Venice. Her Brother Donald is visiting from Australia and she hasn’t seen him in five years. I decided to come early rather than spend the next few days alone in Nice.”

Vanessa was a little disappointed that Juliette would not be joining them as she had become accustomed to holidays with her. She always found it easier to get away with luxury shopping whenever Juliette was around. “Well, I’ll miss her. Nfudu and I were hoping to shop with her.”

“You should be glad to have Nfudu on this trip then. By the way, I haven’t given a proper welcome to Nfudu. How are you dear? How did your day go?” asked Javier as he approached her and planted a kiss on each cheek before holding her hands.

Nfudu’s heart skipped a beat. She felt self-conscious being around Javier. “It went really well. Going by the progress we made today, I’m confident we’ll meet our objectives for this segment.”

“I’m glad to hear that. How many segments are there?”

“Four in total. The curriculum mandates four two-week internship sessions over the course of our study. Thank you for giving me this opportunity. I do appreciate it.”

“It’s my pleasure.”

While Javier spoke, Nfudu noticed the way his black golf shirt hugged his taut muscles. She swallowed when she recalled how his brown cotton pants hugged his buttocks when he turned his back to hug Vanessa. Even though he was forty-one, he was the most handsome man Nfudu had ever seen. He was both seductive and irresistible, and his cologne made her a little giddy. She found herself wondering if her hair and makeup were intact and wishing she had taken some time to freshen up before leaving the fashion house. She held her breath while she waited for him to release her hands. When he finally did, her heart pounded as he stood very close to her. She could not fathom how he could have such a profound effect on her and hoped both he and Vanessa hadn’t noticed her unease. It didn't seem like they did because Vanessa cut through her reverie and continued chattering about the day’s work and her disappointment at not having Juliette for Easter.

The trio later stepped out for dinner at the prestigious Ritz Restaurant on the South Bank of the River Thames. Nfudu held her slick permed hair in a tight bun that accentuated her facial features and highlighted her beautiful eyes. She wore a tight, black midi dress that she had picked up the day before they left for London. She was saving the dress for a special occasion but decided that dinner that evening was special enough. It was important for her to look her best.

On their way to the restaurant, the chauffeur made a quick stop to pick up a pack of cigarettes for Javier, who used to be a chain smoker. He recently moderated his smoking to only a few times a week at the demands of the family doctor due to concerns about the damage the cigarette smoke was doing to his lungs. “Care for one?” he asked.

“Sure,” responded Nfudu. She took one stick from the pack and handed it to Javier to light for her. “I love the smell of cigarettes...,” she said, stopping mid-sentence as the smoke caught in her throat and she began to cough.

“But I don’t think it agrees with you,” Vanessa interjected while Javier patted her back.

“Is this your first attempt?” he asked.

“Yeah...and that will be my last. It smells great but tastes awful.”

“Give that to me,” Javier said. He took the cigarette from her and quenched the cinders on the ashtray as they pulled in front of the restaurant.

Dinner was pasta, made with a selection of local cheeses that melted in Nfudu’s mouth. Vanessa sat next to Javier, and Nfudu sat across from them. Nfudu felt Javier’s eyes pierce through her as he addressed her during their meal. She chewed slowly to avoid spilling her food and found herself fidgeting over the smallest things. Over and over again she verified in her mind which the appropriate cutlery was for the course before her. Javier shared stories about his business, associates, and the state of the European economy. He was extremely passionate about those topics and to Nfudu’s surprise, Vanessa was just as passionate about them and her responses matched his fervor. She listened and nodded her head while they argued. 

As beautiful music by the Beatles ‘I Want to Hold Your Hands’ played, Vanessa stopped mid-speech and sang along to the tune. 

“I’m so sorry. Vanessa and I have been talking for so long; it just occurred to me you may not be interested in the same topics,” Javier said to Nfudu.

“Quite the contrary. I loved listening to both of your arguments. I was also fascinated by the dynamics of your relationship. You argue like equals, and I find that endearing. Quite different from the relationship I have with my Dad.”

Javier nodded and smiled. “I have always encouraged her to discuss freely with me. We’re very much alike and share the same interests which makes it easy for us to get along.”

“I noticed that. It’s really cool.”

“Thanks,” replied Javier. “What’s your relationship with your Dad like?”

“Normal...No offense, but it’s nothing like what you have with your daughter. He’s a great Dad—a great provider. We discuss current affairs, but never like equals. It’s always clear who the parent is.”

“Interestingly, I believe most father-daughter relationships are like that,” added Javier.

“I’d like to order some dessert,” Vanessa interjected. “Is anyone else having?”

“None for me. I’m watching my figure.” 

“Me neither,” added Javier.

By the time they returned to the lodge, they were drowsy from the wine. Nfudu headed straight to her room and slipped into her nightgown and then hurriedly slid under her plush beddings to reminisce about dinner. Her feelings for Javier were out of control. She hugged her pillow and daydreamed about him until she slipped into an actual dream. She was walking hand in hand with him by a church and as they passed the entrance, they looked through the wide open door and saw Vanessa and Juliette kneeling at the altar—praying. They dashed behind the church only to discover a beautiful garden hidden behind a wall. She was angry when she woke up just as she and Javier held themselves in a warm embrace. She wished the dream had lasted long enough to satisfy the need that began to erupt inside her. It had felt so real, and was both romantic and confusing; so much so that she lay on her bed for several minutes and obsessed about the significance of the dream. For the first time, she wondered if Javier felt something in return for her.

Nfudu looked forward to seeing Javier at breakfast the following morning. She let her beautiful black tresses down and took a little more care in applying her makeup. However, on stepping into the living room she was disappointed when the butler informed her that Javier had left earlier to attend an urgent meeting and wouldn’t be joining them for breakfast. He provided a chauffeur to drive her and Vanessa to work and left a note, detailing how three of them could meet up later.
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IT WAS THE DAY BEFORE Easter and the interns at the House of Eudora were permitted to leave early in honor of the Easter celebrations. After work, Nfudu and Vanessa met Javier at the café Deloroso on Oxford Street, where they got a bite to eat and then proceeded to explore the shops. At Harrods, Nfudu tried on a beautiful Givenchy gown—one she knew she couldn’t afford on her student allowance. Javier caught a glimpse of her in the gown when she and Vanessa walked back and forth their stalls in the changing room, and thought it looked divine on her. Later, when he saw the same outfit being hung up by their sales attendant, he made sure to ask the attendant to package it for checkout. When Nfudu got to the payment counter, she was handed a Givenchy box. She gasped after she was told by the cashier that the gentleman she came in with had paid for the contents. 

“You shouldn’t have,” she said to Javier when she and Vanessa joined him outside the doors.

“Why not? You looked beautiful in it. It would be a shame to leave it hanging on the rack rather than on you. Worse still, it could end up hanging on some other woman who wouldn’t do it justice.”

Nfudu smiled. “Thank you so much. I wasn’t really going to buy it, but I could not envision leaving the store without trying it on.”

The three of them stopped at Trafalgar Square and ate hot dogs while they watched a group of teenagers perform a dance routine. It was late by the time they returned to the lodge. The girls unpacked their loot and compared their finds in Vanessa’s room before Nfudu made her way to hers. That night, she had the same dream from the night before and yet again woke up at the very same point. “Weird,” she muttered as she tried desperately to fall back to sleep. 

The next day, Vanessa went to see her father in his room. She stopped outside his door when she overheard him arguing over the phone with someone she suspected to be Juliette. 

“How can you be so inconsiderate? I expect much better from you...,” she heard her father saying.

She knocked on his door and waited a few minutes before walking in.

“Happy Easter, Dad! Ready for church?” It was a family tradition to attend church service on Easter Sunday, but with Javier’s sad and disheveled look, Vanessa knew that tradition would not be kept that year.

Javier shook his head. “No. I won’t be able to make it. I’ll need to sleep now and join you later for lunch. Please excuse me.”

His countenance worried Vanessa. It occurred to her that the argument she just overhead could be more serious than she had imagined. Javier loved Juliette a lot, even though they argued furiously at times. It was usually about nothing and they always found a way to hash things out amicably. Juliette had a quick temper and often misunderstood her father’s intentions as he did hers. The problem with her father was that he never spent enough time to understand his partner and often misinterpreted her free spirit as nonchalance about the important issues he cared about.

Vanessa and Nfudu attended Mass at St Paul’s Cathedral. After church, they had lunch with Javier in the formal dining room in the lodge. Lunch was a rack of lamb, spring vegetables, slow-roasted potatoes, and chutney. It was delicious but Nfudu couldn’t help noticing that Javier was a little withdrawn. He barely spoke except when spoken to, or to address the server. It was obvious something was bothering him. When Vanessa told her about the argument she had overheard him having that morning with Juliette, she felt at ease knowing his mood had nothing to do with her.  

After lunch, they sat in the living room to watch the brand-new colored television that was delivered to the lodge the day before. There was a little more cheer from Javier when he announced, “I’ll be leaving early tomorrow morning.”

“So soon?” Vanessa asked.

“Yeah. Try to make the most of your internship. It was very kind of Jeanette to offer you this opportunity. I’ll see you both when next I come to Paris.”

He left early the next morning, even before Nfudu and Vanessa got out of bed. 
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DURING THEIR SECOND week in London, Vanessa and Nfudu worked, shopped, and explored as many places as they could. Nfudu finally got the chance to meet Lady Jeanette Eudora on the last day of their internship. She fit the description of a quintessential beauty. Nfudu thought that her pictures—placed in strategic positions on the various floors of the fashion house—had done her no justice. She was beautiful in a waif-like sort of way, with long black shiny hair and high cheekbones on a slightly rounded face. She commanded a great presence about her and being a former model, carried herself with undisputed elegance.

When Vanessa and Nfudu entered her office, she had her head down as she was looking over their files. “Have a seat,” she said, nodding silently to herself for a few minutes before saying, “I have heard about the amazing work you both did here in the House of Eudora, and I’d like to congratulate you for that.”

“Thank you!” they said in unison.

“You’re both welcome to complete your remaining three internships with us. We’ll need at least three weeks’ notice if you plan on returning in the summer because our spots fill up quickly. We’ve had so many interns over the years, but none have received as much commendation as you two.”

“We really enjoyed our internship here and would like to return. Thank you so much for your offer,” said Nfudu. 

“You’re welcome,” responded Lady Eudora. “Do you have any questions for me and my team?”

“Yes, of course,” Nfudu responded before she and Vanessa barraged her with questions, ranging from when they could join the design group to references for their faculty at the institute. Lady Eudora answered their questions and asked for suggestions on how they could improve things in her organization. She listened patiently as Vanessa and Nfudu provided her with insights on how to improve things around the House of Eudora, especially the plight of the interns. 

By the time they left Lady Eudora’s office, Nfudu was in complete awe of her. She was glad to have someone so accomplished to look up to. During the question and answer session, she wished she could ask Lady Eudora what secret Vanessa’s parents held so dear.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4
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THE SECOND SEMESTER kicked off right after Nfudu and Vanessa arrived in Paris. It promised to be even more hectic than the first. Nevertheless, being their second time around, the girls were more than ready to tackle the tasks at hand as they were now more accustomed to their schedules. Also, the practical experience they got from their internship gave them the confidence boost they needed to face the barrage of lessons and projects the faculty heaped on them.

The spring weather was pleasant, not too cold, and not too hot by any means. The air was nice and fresh and the skies were serene, although they held a threat of rain now and then. The streets had come to life again, right after the winter thawing, and flowers were blooming with vibrant colors and alluring aromas. Cherry blossoms lined the streets of the Institute, with their tops meeting at the highest points, creating a cheery and romantic image.

It was a wonderful time of the year to explore. Nfudu used the opportunity to visit some of the sites she was yet to see in the beautiful ‘City of Light’. When she could make some time out of her busy schedule, she went to view the exhibits in the historic Louvre and hang out at the Tuileries Gardens, adjacent to the museum. She had passed through the gardens several times in the past few months and was always intrigued by the hustle and bustle of people, the minstrels playing music, and couples in various romantic postures on the grounds. 

Nfudu’s busy schedule, however, did not deter her from thinking about Javier. It became her guilty pleasure. She welcomed every opportunity to discuss him with Vanessa and caught herself overdoing it a few times. She still marveled at how easy it had been for her to fall for him, as she had always imagined she could only fall for someone who loved her desperately in return. In the past, she had only entertained feelings for men who had a burning desire for her and had on some occasions developed soft spots for some even if they were not her type. In those days, she was unsure about what to look out for in relationships, so she relied on the affection shown to her by others to guide not only how she gave, but also how she received affection. Things were much different this time. The way she felt about Javier contradicted everything she thought she once knew about love. She figured this must be what falling in love really meant—loving despite not knowing if the one you love, loved you back. 
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THE CURRICULUM IN THE first semester involved a lot of theory and only a small amount of practical work. Nfudu considered the theoretical work a little bit monotonous. One class she enjoyed was figure drawing because she could see herself emerging into a budding fashion designer during those two-hour periods. She also enjoyed pattern-making for skirts, which soon evolved into pattern-making for blouses in the second semester. Through them, she became well-versed in creating more complex outfits. The Math and English classes were her least favorite. She found them tiresome, but since they were included in the curriculum to provide a background for developing skills in business and entrepreneurship, she endured them. 

In contrast to the first semester, a majority of the second-semester courses contained a large practical content. This inclusion excited Nfudu who could not wait to make even more complex creations and show the whole world her talent. She dreamed of the time when she would become a well-known fashion designer—the best the world had ever seen. She studied hard on weekdays, and on weekends she tried to complete her assignments. The Institute organized lots of social activities and excursions. These, she attended whenever she could. 

One of the excursions took her to London, where she thought she saw Javier everywhere she looked—in the crowd at Piccadilly, at a shop in Westfield, and even once on the train. Thoughts of him engulfed her so much on that trip that she missed out on all the fun. Her feelings were so strong that they weighed her down, but she dared not mention it to anyone because she knew it was a taboo. When Vanessa came to her room one evening to announce, “I think Dad and Juliette may be going their separate ways,” she received this news with mixed feelings. 

“What happened?” Nfudu asked. “I thought they were great for each other.” She thought it was terrible news, but felt relieved knowing that the feelings she harbored for Javier would soon lose its atrocious nature and become slightly acceptable.

“They’re hardly compatible,” responded Vanessa, shaking her head. “They found comfort in each other’s arms when they were both going through a hard time. Dad met her when he was reeling from sadness from his divorce from Mom, and Juliette...I don’t know. At first, I thought she was unsuitable until I realized how much Dad loved her. I think she loved him too. “He’ll be in Paris on Monday and I don’t know how to face him alone. If you have time, can you join us for a meal?”

“No problem,” responded Nfudu. “This is shocking news. I still don’t understand how things turned sour, so fast.” 

Nfudu was not going to miss meeting Javier for anything in the world—not even for her lectures—which she took rather seriously. She checked her schedule for Monday and was disappointed when she found out she had evening lectures that day, but that didn’t deter her from making plans for dinner.
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JAVIER CAME IN ON SUNDAY evening and asked to see Nfudu after the hostel attendant informed him that Vanessa had gone to the gym. As Nfudu approached him in the visitor’s lobby she felt a little uneasy, nearly tripping. She recovered quickly and scolded herself as she wondered
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