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    Hello to all my readers, new and old!
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Chapter 1: Last-Minute Mascara
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The tiny wand felt like a loaded weapon in my hand. One slip, one blink at the wrong moment, and the last twenty minutes of careful preparation would dissolve into a raccoon-eyed mess. I held my breath, leaning into the halo of my vanity mirror, and applied the final, sweeping coat to my left lashes.

Buzz. Buzz-buzz-buzz.

My phone, face-down on the cluttered vanity, shuddered with the urgency of a trapped insect. Again. A sigh escaped me, fogging my reflection for a second—a glimpse of a tall, pale blonde with lips parted in concentration. My friends, the usual suspects—Emily, Priya, and Sophie—were undoubtedly flooding the group chat, their digital voices a chorus of where are you? and he’s here! and you need to see this!

“Patience is a virtue, ladies,” I muttered to the empty room, my voice the only sound besides the persistent hum of the city through my apartment window. I was already skating on thin ice with my timing. Dara, the hostess and my oldest friend, had given me the “fashionably late is one thing, Kayla, but don’t you dare miss the sangria” speech earlier. Reading the messages now would only send me down a rabbit hole of emojis and exclamation points I couldn’t afford.

I capped the mascara, giving myself a final, critical once-over. The deep forest-green slip dress I’d agonized over clung in all the right places, a stark, vivid contrast against my fairness. It was beautiful, both because it was dark and also because it had comfy, long sleeves that I really liked. My hair, a cascade of wheat-gold waves, was behaving for once. Good. It would have to do.

BUZZ. BUZZ. BUZZ.

“Alright, alright!” I snatched up the phone, silencing the vibration. The screen glowed, a notification stack a mile high. The last visible text, from Sophie, simply read: Trust me. You’re going to want to be here for this.

Intrigue flickered, but I smothered it. Time was a luxury I’d already spent. I toed on my black heels, the simple action adding four inches to my already considerable height. I was used to towering, used to the glances. Sometimes it felt like wearing a sign: Look at the tall, blonde giantess. Tonight, I just wanted to blend into a corner with a drink and good music.

Grabbing my small clutch, I swept out of my bedroom, through the living room, and into the cool evening air of my downtown apartment hallway. The elevator ride down was a merciful moment of quiet. I leaned against the mirrored wall, a nervous flutter starting in my stomach. Parties weren’t really my scene. I was more of a cozy-winery or a hiking-trail type. But Dara had been insistent. “It’s my birthday, Kayla. You will come and you will have fun. No hermit-crab nonsense.”

Outside, the late summer air was tinged with salt from the harbour. I pulled up the ride-share app, my thumb hovering. The address in Kitsilano glowed on the screen. With a tap, it was done. Your driver, Amir, is 4 minutes away.

As I stood on the curb, the city lights beginning to shimmer against the dusky purple sky, my phone screen lit up once more. This time, it wasn’t the group chat. It was a string of individual texts, rapid-fire, one after the other.

Clearly I had work to do.

A cool breeze lifted the hair at my nape. I stared at the barrage of messages, a strange, anticipatory warmth cutting through the evening chill. There was supposedly a beautiful man? Or men? It sounded like the plot of one of the romance novels I secretly devoured. My friends were prone to hyperbole, but a coordinated assault like this was unusual.

The headlights of my Uber flashed as it rounded the corner. I took a deep breath, the scent of impending rain and city concrete filling my lungs. The chapter of my quiet evening was decisively closed. The next one, waiting in a warmly lit Kitsilano townhouse, was beginning with a mystery, texted in frantic, glowing fragments. I slid into the backseat, giving the driver a small smile.

“Going out tonight?” he asked amiably.

“Something like that,” I said, my thumb tracing the edge of my phone, the screen now dark but humming with promise. “Something exactly like that.”
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