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Chapter 1: Him
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The November wind ripped across the campus of the University of Winnipeg like it had a personal grudge, rattling the tall, arched windows of Raquel’s apartment on Balmoral Street. Inside, however, the radiators hissed a comforting, steam-heat defiance against the cold, and the air smelled of dry shampoo, vanilla perfume, and the faint metallic zing of a straightener.

“Okay, but is it ‘I want to look approachable’ black, or is it ‘I will actually stab you if you touch my hair’ black?” Madison held two liquid eyeliners aloft like a surgeon choosing a scalpel.

Raquel peered at her reflection in the gilded mirror above the faux fireplace. Her blonde hair, the colour of winter wheat, was freshly curled into soft, loose waves. “It’s ‘please, God, let him talk to me’ black. So... nervous black.”

“That’s a smoky eye, babe. I’ve got you.” Madison grinned, immediately getting to work.

From the lumpy velvet couch, a groan erupted. “If I have to hear one more time about the way Deon Phillips holds his pencil in Sociology 103, I’m going to call my mother and ask her to book me a therapist.”

“Jasmine, shut up!” Raquel flinched, messing up Madison’s precise work. “I do not talk about the pencil thing.”

“You did. Last Tuesday. You said, and I quote, ‘He holds it like he’s about to sign a very important treaty, but also like he might break it in half.’” Jasmine didn’t even look up from her phone, her thumbs flying across the screen. “It’s cute. It’s just also very, very sad.”

Raquel’s cheeks flushed pink. Deon. Even his name felt warm in her mouth. They weren’t friends. They weren’t even study buddies. They were ‘hi’ friends. ‘Hold the door’ acquaintances. But in a lecture hall of two hundred people, that tiny acknowledgment felt monumental. He was tall, with shoulders that stretched the fabric of his plain crewnecks, and he had this quiet, observant way about him. Like he was taking everything in and judging it, but in a kind way. And his smile—the rare one he’d give when the prof made a dumb joke—was a devastating flash of white against his dark skin.

And tonight, he was going to be at Malik’s.

“Okay, open,” Madison commanded.

Raquel opened her eyes. The woman in the mirror staring back looked bolder, braver. The smoky eye wasn’t just makeup; it was armour.

A sharp knock at the door made them all jump. Jasmine vaulted off the couch. “That’s Tessa. I told her we’d be ready by nine. It’s nine-fifteen.”

Jasmine yanked the door open to reveal Tessa, already bundled in a massive faux-fur coat that made her look like a glamorous yeti. She stamped her snow-crusted heeled boots on the mat. “It is aggressively cold. I think my nostril hairs froze on the walk from the bus stop.”

“Charming imagery, Tess, thanks,” Madison muttered.

Tessa shed three layers to reveal a slinky black dress underneath. Her eyes immediately landed on Raquel. “Okay. You look ready to make poor life choices. I love it.” She tossed herself onto the couch. “So, what’s the vibe? What’s the feel for tonight?”

“Raquel is hunting,” Jasmine said, finally pocketing her phone. “The rest of us are just observers in our natural habitats.”

“Not true,” Raquel protested. “What about you and that guy from your psych lab? Liam?”

Jasmine waved a dismissive hand, but a small smile betrayed her. “He’s going to be there. His roommate is friends with Malik.”

“See!” Raquel pointed a mascara wand at her. “So you get it.”

“I get temporary infatuation,” Jasmine conceded. “You, my friend, are suffering from a full-blown crush. There’s a difference. Mine is manageable. Yours is a terminal illness.”

Raquel threw a pillow at her. It missed.

As they finished getting ready—a flurry of borrowing jewellery, swapping shoes, and one last-minute argument about whether a leather jacket was warm enough (it wasn’t)—Raquel felt the familiar flutter in her chest. It was the same feeling she got right before an exam she hadn’t studied enough for. Terror and excitement, perfectly mixed.

Malik’s place was a large, drafty house on Langside, the kind of student housing held together by sheer force of will, duct tape, and the residual smell of old curry. Bass thrummed through the thick wooden door, a low, insistent heartbeat.

Jasmine
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