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Description 1




For the Leading Ladies and the Final Girls.

Have you guys met? I think you’ll be the best of friends.





HOW TO SURVIVE A SLASHER


	DON’T HAVE SEX

	ALWAYS HIDE FOR LONGER THAN YOU THINK YOU SHOULD

	FIND A WEAPON

	TURN ON THE LIGHT

	DON’T SPLIT UP

	WATCH YOUR BACK

	DON’T RUN UP THE STAIRS

	DON’T SAY “I’LL BE RIGHT BACK”

	SOBRIETY EQUALS SURVIVAL

	DOWN DOESN’T MEAN DEAD——DOUBLE TAP
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CHAPTER 1


“I suppose I think about murder more than anyone really should. I am constantly amazed by its sheer power to alter and define our lives.”

—Not The Holiday




All’s Fair in Love and Gore: The Intersection of Romantic Comedies and Slasher Films in the Late Twentieth and Early Twenty-First Centuries

While slasher and rom-com films may draw harsher criticism than other genres, the sociocultural impact of these types of films cannot be understated. There’s a reason they both have a pull at the box office. A reason why, despite the turbulent swing of audience taste and film trends over the years, for every Halloween that’s been produced, there’s been a Julia Roberts–fronted “will they/won’t they” to match (see appendix 1).

From a behavioral standpoint it could be argued that slashers and rom-coms maintain their permanency within the cinema landscape by the way their predictable outcomes appeal to basic instinctual human needs. Coincidentally (or perhaps not), the textbook endings within each genre align with consecutive stages of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs: slashers—safety and security; rom-coms—love and belonging (see appendix 2). Put simply, these films give us something we all inherently want: a life to live and a reason to live it.

However, the inherent structural similarities between these two ostensibly opposed genres suggest far wider applications could be obtained from not just their individual study but a complementary investigation. A more in-depth consideration of these films reveals that they follow an analogous format, one that contains certain rules. If the protagonists follow those rules, they win. In slashers, they live. In rom-coms, they find love. If they don’t follow the rules, they lose. For slashers, that means getting decapitated in some gruesome, yet satisfying, way (often while topless). For a rom-com, losing leads to crying in the rain outside an unrequited love’s house, doomed to be alone and sexless forever. Either of these scenarios could apply to countless classics within the slasher and rom-com repertoire of the late twentieth century. While these films are dismissed in some circles for an apparent lack of depth and a heavy reliance on tropes, audiences continue to come back for more.

Consider this dissertation a genealogical study of slashers and rom-coms; distant cousins stuck in the same generational cycle. Influenced and precast by their predecessors. Destined to repeat the tropes and clichés of their pa—



“I just don’t see what point you’re trying to make here, Jamie.”

Laurie lifts her gaze from the computer screen, russet-brown eyes squinting over to where I’m perched on the breakfast bar in my garlic bread–patterned blanket hoodie. I’ve been watching her read the introduction of my dissertation like I’m Norman Bates, but instead of observing her through a peephole it’s from behind the lenses of my blue light glasses.

“I think you need to choose one,” she adds.

I squint back at her.

“Choose one what?”

There’s a slight pull in my gut that tells me I know what she’s going to suggest, but then my soft little heart assures me that she’s my friend—my best friend ever since we met in our Intro to Cinema Studies tutorial at NYU during the first semester of our freshman year. And she wouldn’t be so cruel and thoughtless and just plain fucking wron—

“Slasher or rom-com.”

The offended, strangled scream that escapes my mouth wouldn’t be out of place in Snyder’s Dawn of the Dead remake. Considering how many hours of sleep I missed to work on that opening page, I could double as an undead extra, too.

“That’s the whole point of my research, Laurie!”

“I just don’t think they go together.”

“I’m not saying they go together. I’m saying their intrinsic purpose within the collective discipline of film and their formulaic structures are the same.”

At least that was how I sold the idea—verbatim—to my adviser.

She turns her eyes back to the screen, tilts her head.

“I don’t see it.”

“Of course you wouldn’t,” I growl, pointing an almond-shaped, beige gel-tipped nail at her. I got them done yesterday, and I hope they help prove my point. “Because you’re an uninspired, documentary-loving, elitist piece of shit.”

She turns in her chair and points a longer, pointier, fully natural red nail back at me. She had them done this morning, and their effect cannot be denied.

“I am not elitist.”

She doesn’t argue about the other parts. We’ve been friends for too long, lived together in an apartment so small every bowel movement, orgasm, and opinion has been shared, willingly or unwillingly.

This is just a normal Tuesday afternoon.

“Laurieeeee,” I whine, dropping my head into my fleece-covered lap. The heatless curling ribbon I’ve wrapped my blond hair into jostles around my ears as I brace my feet against the bar stool to avoid toppling over. I don’t want to add injury to her insult.

I’ve been slaving away on the groundwork of my dissertation for a year. My first draft is due in a month, and she doesn’t get it. Granted, Laurie’s deepest desire is to spend her years making films that document aspects of real life. She has no interest in grand romantic gestures or gratuitous violence. Her film preferences extend to an in-depth expository of the daily lives of nomadic sheep farmers and, I don’t know… paint drying?

“I like the title!” she says, and that’s probably the closest I’ll get to consolation. Laurie’s not really a demonstrative person. Last year, when my parents called to tell me Cujo, the King Charles spaniel we’d had since I was twelve, had died at the tragically young age of fourteen, she gave me a firm handshake. Surprisingly, it did make me feel better.

“All’s Fair in Love and Gore: The Intersection of Romantic Comedies and Slasher Films in the Late Twentieth and Early Twenty-First Centuries really speaks to the elitist piece of shit in me.”

“Well, if they’re handing out PhDs based on titles, I—”

“Baby girl,” she says like a warning, and it takes everything in me to keep my lips fashioned in a pout when she uses the pet name we have for each other. We adopted it after I made her watch 365 Days as payback for having to sit through the nomadic sheep farmer documentary. Attempts at making Stockholm syndrome sexy aside, what started off as a sardonic joke has evolved into an enduring term of endearment. It’s the closest thing I’ll get to overt affection from a woman whose general demeanor could rival the impenetrable surface of Crystal Lake at the end of Friday the 13th.

“You need a break.”

“I need to write.”

“You’re ahead of your Gantt Chart.”

She points to where it lies to the side of my laptop, as if I haven’t memorized each little row of achievement like I memorized Kat’s speech in 10 Things I Hate About You.

“Exactly!” I say. “I have all my research, my outline, my title. I know what I want to say, I should just be able to write it.”

“Well maybe, as an ‘elitist piece of shit,’ I’m not the right person to be reading it.” With that she scoots out of the chair and heads for the refrigerator, making a wide berth around the counter when I fling my foot out at her. She opens the fridge and inserts her head into the top shelf as she asks, “When do you see Jordan?”

Romero. My adviser. Not related to the Father of the Zombie Film, but certainly wishes he was.

“Friday.”

“Then this seems like a fantastic concern to raise in that conversation.” Her voice sounds tinny in the confines of the fridge, and I have half a mind to swivel around, place my bare foot on her bony ass, and Spartan-kick her into a container of leftover chow mein for being so logical.

It’s not that I don’t believe in my work. I do.

I could talk about slashers and rom-coms for hours. Longer.

If the makers of Saw need an inventive form of torture for a new installment, just stick me in a dirty bathroom with a chained morally ambiguous gentleman and he’d end up cutting his own leg off to escape one of my lectures on how Nora Ephron was a visionary.

I know I know what I’m talking about. But what if? creeps in as easily as a masked killer at a summer camp. My brain forgets I’m perfectly capable of writing about a topic I have spent the majority of my adult life (and even before) studying and researching and unpacking.

Laurie’s right, though. There’s no point dwelling on a problem that has no hope of being solved until I can engage in some academic repartee with my adviser. She knows she’s right, too, but I don’t want her to get a big head.

“Stop being smart,” I mutter at her sweatpant-covered ass.

“Stop being dramatic,” echoes from the refrigerator.

I heave the most dramatic of dramatic sighs, then grin when she backs out of the fridge with a can of passion fruit sparkling water, holding it to her heart and widening her eyes. The pout is a nice touch, too. It’s the last one, and because I’m not an elitist piece of shit I let her have it.

“What time do we have to be there tonight?” I ask as Laurie takes the sacred last can to the couch and turns on the TV, switching it from Netflix to the news. Yeah, she still watches the news. I think it’s a guilty pleasure, the closest thing to fiction she’ll view willingly.

“Cocktail hour begins at seven. Dates start at eight. So be ready by… six thir—No, six fifteen? Google Maps predicts it could take anywhere from thirty to forty minutes to get to the bar from Bed-Stuy.”

“You and Google Maps,” I muse, jumping off the counter and sliding into the seat in front of my laptop. “If it were a person, we wouldn’t even need to go tonight.” With a few taps of the keys, I save and close the apparently pointless beginning pages of my dissertation, pulling the screen down in time to see Laurie lift a middle finger in my direction.

“This is as much for you as it is for me,” she calls over her shoulder, keeping her focus squarely on the newscaster who fills the frame of our TV. “Consider this your allotted ‘popping the thesis bubble and reconnecting with the real world’ time for the week. You can’t spend every hour with masked murderers and men who get all starry-eyed every time a girl trips in a nice dress.”

I mean, I could spend every hour doing that, but she’s got a point. And I’ve already paid for the ticket. We’re going speed dating. It’s not our first singles event. After a particularly heinous nonstarter situationship a few months ago, Laurie went down a Google rabbit hole incited by her own dating app fatigue. She loves a statistic more than I love a well-executed jump scare, and when the numbers showed that a lot of people in our generation were as fed up with swiping as her (“Seventy-eight percent of users, Jamie!”), I accepted her proposal to attend at least one in-person social event a month. It was an easy decision, since I’m vehemently against apps (it seems more likely you’ll get murdered rather than find love through Tinder these days). And while speed dating definitely has a kind of dated, nineties feel to it, I’ve had fun at the other events we’ve gone to in the past. They’ve never led to actual dates—especially not after we went to a film trivia night, and I got a little too passionate during the horror category—but I like the idea of a real-life meet-cute. I like the idea of locking eyes with someone and thinking: Oh, it’s you. I like it a lot.

I just haven’t seen it outside of the movies yet.

The newscaster changes their angle upon the completion of the weather report and the inset image flips to a story about a pretty woman around our age who was found with her throat slit.

I don’t even blink. It’s not the first time this has happened this year. The banner slowly crawling across the screen with the words “Brooklyn Serial Killer” is evidence enough of that. There’s been four murders in about as many months, and now Casey Langenkamp is number five. The photos pulled from her social media depict a sweet-faced twentysomething who wouldn’t look out of place on a poster with Glen Powell. She fits the usual victim profile that incites fervid, yet fleeting, public interest: blond, petite, pretty, loved by all, and of course she lit up the room when she walked in.

All the classic markers of someone who is destined to be murdered and discarded like the rose petals that have been found surrounding each of the bodies. There’s a clip of a stern-looking woman—the lower third at the bottom of the screen identifies her as a police captain—confirming that the police believe the murders are connected, and then the report closes with the newscaster encouraging women to:


	Be vigilant when out and about.

	Ensure you share your location with someone you trust.

	Avoid dark, isolated, or obstructed areas if walking alone.



And my favorite:


	Trust your instincts.



Because, duh, if you’re a woman and you happen to find yourself in a situation where you end up murdered, you really do have to consider the part that you played in getting to that point. Things like murder don’t just happen to women. It’s because your instincts were off. As if every woman’s intuition isn’t a finely tuned divining rod for identifying danger. The reality is you can’t avoid that danger if someone really wants to manhandle you into its path.

The reporter allows a moment of grim eye contact with the camera before, with a head tilt and lip quirk, they move on to some “good news” segment to counteract the brutal murder coverage. It’s a stark change of tone. One accepted and extended by Laurie when she bends her head over the couch, a pensive look on her pretty little face as she asks, “So, what are you wearing tonight?”
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CHAPTER 2


“I came here tonight because when you realize you want to spend the rest of your life killing somebody, you want the rest of your life to start as soon as possible.”

—Not When Harry Met Sally



After a montage-worthy rotation of outfits, and two breakdowns that end with Laurie and me agreeing the fashion industry is a sick, twisted terror on society, I end up wearing the first dress I tried on. It’s my favorite: Pretty Woman red with sheer rose petal–like sleeves and a square neckline that—teamed with a well-fitted underwire bra—makes my boobs look absolutely fantastic. When I did a little twirl in front of the only full-length mirror in our apartment before we left, it flared out above my knees in a way that rivals Dirty Dancing.

Of course, it might turn out to be too dressy for an event whose dress code consisted of a bullet point list for the men and a vague “cocktail attire” command for the women. Of course, I bought it on sale, and even then, cursed its existence each time my credit card bill turned up for the next few months. Of course, it’s the first week of November and the coat I have to wear completely dampens the effect of the dress. But that doesn’t matter. Because it makes me feel confident and sexy and like I can hold my own through one hundred minutes of anonymous dating—even if that little self-doubting voice was the one that made me take it off the first time.

If watching rom-coms has taught me anything, it’s that you don’t dim yourself for fear of shining too bright. You wear the dress, you sing out loud, you take the leap. And if watching slashers has taught me anything, it’s that you take chances whenever you can. Run out the door, grab the knife, double tap the killer in the head with a sawed-off shotgun. That’s why I do my makeup like a Hitchcock lead and pretend it wasn’t a fluke when my hair falls over my shoulders in bouncy honey-blond curls after I release it from the clutches of the curling ribbon. Even if tonight is a bust, Laurie and I will walk off arm in arm in the direction of the nearest gyros purveyor, giggling like we’re freshman in college again as we detail the highs and lows of our round-robin dating experience.

New York traffic decides to play nice, but as we make our way across Brooklyn, I wonder if my meticulous roommate has typed in the wrong address. The route becomes familiar in that hazy déjà vu kind of way, and when I look at Laurie, I catch her eyes narrowing in recognition as we get closer and closer to our destination.

When she steps out of the Uber before me, looking stunning in a black, slippery silk jumpsuit that moonlights as a vest and wide-legged pantsuit, she props her fists on her hips, turning her head to survey the street.

“Huh…” she says as I slide myself off the leather seat and step onto the sidewalk carefully. The cocktail attire dress code knocked out any chance of wearing comfortable shoes, thus Laurie and I are both wearing heels that were designed for sitting rather than walking.

“We’ve been here before,” she says confidently, and it draws my attention away from watching our Uber take off down the street. The taillights look like two glowing eyes retreating into the darkness and the visibility of our surroundings becomes highly dependent on the dim light of the streetlamps that curve up and over where we idle on the sidewalk. A brief invasive thought of how they look like the metal claws of Freddy Krueger’s gloves crosses my mind before I fully focus on the building in front of us.

“Really?” I ask. “I think we’d remember a singles thing at a club.”

The other events we’ve been to have been in art studios, bars, restaurants: warmly lit, open plan, first-floor spaces with large windows so you can gaze out at the street if your date is boring. But the building in front of us looks like it used to be a warehouse or something. It looms large over the dark, empty street. The neighboring clubs are closed, in stasis until Friday, and while this whole street would’ve been bustling on the weekend, right now, on a Tuesday night, it just looks like a ghost town.

“No, I mean, I feel like I just stepped back in time.”

I squint at the two heavy metal doors—one open, one closed—in front of us. The sign above them, a romantic tangle of glowing blue letters that spell out “Serendipity,” is the only one that’s lit on the whole street. I’d remember a name like that. Cocking my head to the side, I consider the double doors. There is something about them that rings a bell, though.

“It is familiar in that fuzzy ‘this place is the reason I don’t drink Kamikazes anymore’ kind of way,” I say, and that is the prompt Laurie needs. She clicks her fingers rapidly at the sign as if the name is on the tip of her tongue, before pointing and exclaiming, “Cravin’!”

I’m almost knocked over by a wave of memories flooding in at the name of an earlier iteration of the club. Very fuzzy memories. Memories of strong drinks, bad kisses, glass crunching under shoes, and deep and meaningful conversations with strangers in the bathroom.

“Cravinnnnnnn’!” I reply like it’s a call and response. We haven’t been here in years, but this was the place when we were twenty-one. For a few months, at least. Back before we lived together. Before I started my master’s and Laurie got her first of many internships, and weekends became less about going out and more about discussing whether pursuing careers in the arts and academia were reasonable life choices.

“I wonder if it still looks the same inside,” she muses.

“Surely not.”

The thing that was such a draw about Cravin’ was all the spaces. Not “space.” Spaces. The building must have been converted from a factory—one with offices and maybe even lodging for workers—because across the three levels of the club, there were hallways that led to dead ends, rooms with love seats, alcoves with booths, and a whole range of other kinds of hidey-holes. Aside from the huge, open space of the dance floor, the rest of the building—the perimeter of the club on the ground level, the bar in the basement, and the mezzanine on the top level—was like a mouse maze. It was the highlight of a drunk girl’s night and the best way to avoid the attentions of a guy who refused to take a hint—or find a covert spot to hook up with a guy who was able to take a very different kind of hint.

“Let’s go check it out.” Laurie grins at me, grabbing the sleeve of my coat and pulling me toward the entrance. Once we make it inside, I realize the cool blue signage above the doors was a ruse because the interior of Serendipity is red.

Like, Suspiria red. Carrie red. The iconic river of blood spewing out of an elevator in Stanley Kubrick’s seminal masterpiece The Shining red.

Cravin’ was all black and brushed metal and slick minimalist design.

Serendipity looks like the set designer of Moulin Rouge! took LSD and cleaned out every velvet and gas lamp supplier in the state.

The coat check is still in the same place and a fist pops up from beneath the counter like a hand out of a grave as we step into the entrance. There’s a white charging cord trapped between the clenched fingers, an exclamation of “Fucking finally,” and then a head appears. A triumphant smile stretches across the face of a woman a few years younger than us before she catches sight of Laurie and me on the other side of the counter.

“Oh, sorry.” She flushes, holding the charging cord to her chest like the precious treasure it is. “I’ve been looking for this for an hour. Somehow our normal cleaning crew was canceled this morning, and whatever last-minute contractors they were able to get in have messed everything up. I can’t find anything.” She untangles the cable before plugging it into the iPad in front of her. “Sorry again. Are you here for our speed date tonight?”

“Yeah, we are,” I answer. “Jamie Prescott and Laurie Hamilton.”

“IDs?”

She gives them a passing glance when we offer them, more preoccupied with finding our names on her screen and quickly ticking them off with a tap of her finger.

“I just have to check that you know you’ve booked our hetero event for the twenty-five to thirty-five age bracket. We have a queer speed date, same age bracket, taking place next Tuesday. I know the site can be confusing, some people just see the age bracket—”

“Tragically, we are both straight,” Laurie says drily, and I can’t help but snort.

The woman’s pinched face softens in amusement. “Can’t relate. Though all the men who have come through so far seem nice. Normal.”

Whatever that means.

“Let’s get you checked in before you go downstairs.”

She takes our coats, our phones, our handbags, and Laurie’s smartwatch. This was what attracted Laurie to this event in the first place. Apparently, taking away our devices and belongings encourages more robust conversation by removing the temptation to glance at your notifications, or dig around in your purse, avoiding eye contact. It seems like overkill, but I’m capable of a digital detox for a couple of hours. I watch our phones go into marked bags with the same number as our coats before they’re placed into a lockbox, the coat check attendant detailing the particulars of our night as she bullies our coats onto hangers and carries them to a rack at the back of the room.

Ten men, ten women, ten minutes per date and just a handful of rules:


	No digital devices.

	Don’t discuss your day job (“a person is more than their profession”).

	Keep it light and polite.

	Move on when the bell rings.



It’s easy enough to remember, and as an academic and former teacher’s pet, I can follow a rule like my life depends on it.

“The ladies will have cocktail hour downstairs in the basement bar, while the gentlemen have been directed up to the mezzanine bar. Your host, Marion, will be available for any questions before the men are escorted down to meet you. As you know, your drinks are included in the ticket price, so please drink responsibly.” The harried tone of her voice and the distant look in her eyes tells me these instructions are part of her muscle memory, but I don’t hold it against her when she adds, a little wearily, “This is the first time we’ve hosted an event here and we’re a little understaffed. Our security guy is running late, so until he gets here, let Marion or one of the bartenders know if you feel uncomfortable at any time.”

With that warning, she gestures to the long, thin staircase that runs up along the wall to the mezzanine and down to the basement. It’s just wide enough to allow guys ample opportunities to grab on to a female waist to “get past” on their journey up or down a level, and there’s another set on the other side of the club. Each set of stairs makes the shape of a giant arrow, the one closest to us pointing to the front of the building—and the only exit I remember in this three-floor adult playground—while the other is a point in the opposite direction.

I glance toward the entry to the dance floor, and of course it’s empty, but when I lift my gaze to the mezzanine, I see movement. It’s just far away enough, and the lighting dim enough, that I can make out the silhouettes of tonight’s bachelors as they socialize in front of the bar. They circle around up there, looking down at the open space like it’s a gladiator ring and the entertainment is going to burst onto the floor and draw blood for their amusement.

“Let’s go,” Laurie says as I’m staring into the darkness, giving me a swift tap on the butt that sends me in the direction of the staircase. I hand her my coat check ticket to keep safe in the pocket of her jumpsuit, glancing back up at the mezzanine just before we dip below ground level. It’s then I catch a glimpse of a shadow leaning against the railing, the dark shape of a head dipped in our direction. It’s a blink-and-miss moment, but as I walk down the stairs, the bottom of my shoes sticking to the thin coat of dried alcohol that coats the steps like varnish, a prickle breaks out across the back of my neck. The shiver is followed by a brief clench in my stomach, an anxious pulse I’m used to experiencing at the beginning of these phone-free events, when my brain wants to flick through all the bad scenarios of how tonight could play out in some misguided attempt at self-preservation. I choose to ignore it as I follow Laurie down to the basement level.

After all… What’s the worst that could happen?
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CHAPTER 3


“This is the type of girl he wants to murder! This is what I need to become to be slaughtered!”

—Not Legally Blonde



Talk about overkill.

If I thought the first level of the club was bathed in red, it’s nothing compared to the basement beneath it. It’s like we’ve walked into a bloody beating heart from the way the flickering electric candles within the gas lamps glow against the velvet curtains. They make the walls look like they’re pulsing. The booths on the right side give the room an atrium-like curve, and to our left—favoring a longer, more ventricle-like shape—is the bar. A lone bartender lifts his head in greeting when we walk in, in the middle of pouring a drink for a woman who has her back to us. Ten tables are set up in the middle of the room, evenly spaced around a small dance floor. The seating arrangement is like two parentheses, leaving a mingling space in the middle where five other women are holding drinks and chatting.

Laurie and I make a beeline for the bar, but before we can get too close to any kind of social lubricant, a voice behind us brings me to a halt.

“Ladies!”

A woman in her fifties with a dark bob and even darker eyes pushes off the booth closest to the door, clipboard in one hand and a practiced smile on her face.

“Welcome to our event. I’m Marion, your host for this evening. May I have your names?”

When we provide them, she refers to the list on her clipboard and nods like we’ve given the appropriate secret password. She flips the list over the top of the clipboard and turns it toward me, revealing a sheet of blank Hello, My Name Is stickers. Most of them are missing, and when I glance over at the other women, I spy the red-and-white tags marring their carefully coordinated outfits.

“If you could just write your names on a sticker and place it somewhere visible, we can get your night started!” Marion says in an upbeat tone, and I take the clipboard and the pen she seems to pull from thin air. Once Laurie and I both have our name tags stuck to our chests, Marion jumps right into a practiced monologue.

“Please get yourselves a drink.” She says the word like they’re going on her tab and the cost of the ticket wasn’t ramped up to ensure that even with the most dedicated of drinkers the event organizers are not going to be anywhere near out of pocket. Her shoulders shimmy back and forth when she says, “Mingle. Our cocktail hour gives you a chance to settle in and relax and meet some new friends among the women before you find something more with one of the men.”

She winks at us, shoulders rising in a “what a time to be alive” movement that draws an assuaging smile from me and a look of distaste from Laurie.

“I’ll let you know when we’re ready for your dates to come and join you. We have some very handsome men lined up for you tonight and they are eager to meet you,” she says before turning to the entryway where another woman has appeared.

“Why are the hosts always weird and overly happy?” Laurie mutters as we restart our path to the bar. “It’s psychotic.”

I can’t help but laugh. “Maybe her positivity is the price you have to pay so you can do what you love: grill a man for ten minutes without him being able to leave.”

“It is one of my favorite pastimes,” she says with a shrug, her glossed lips pursing in amusement as she asks lightly, “Should I open with politics or religion?”

I snort just as we hit the edge of the bar, and the woman who’s been there since we walked in turns at the sound of our arrival, her eyes shifting warily between me and Laurie before they settle on me. I wait for a shy smile or some sustained eye contact that usually kick-starts the social niceties that become commonplace in environments such as this, but I don’t get it. What I get is her dark brown eyes flicking to the top of my head and then performing a quick once-over that ends in her plump cupid’s bow lip curling up just slightly. I catch a glimpse of her name tag—Billie—in clear, though somewhat scratchy, writing before she pushes off from the bar and stalks away.

The interaction—if we can call it that—is brief, but that doesn’t stop the self-conscious thoughts from arising, popping up stronger than Michael Myers after being shot six times in the chest. I glance down at my dress.

“Do I look okay?”

“What?” Laurie asks, and when the bartender turns back from cleaning up the last drink he made, I see why her attention has been drawn elsewhere. He’s got a cute pair of glasses, some seriously well-styled dark waves, and black suspenders over a starched white button-up shirt. When he grins at her and she instinctively leans into the bar, I know there’s no way she saw the look I think I got from Billie.

Laurie has two distinct types when it comes to men. Hot, clean-cut nerds or lumberjacks. There’s no in-between. I’m just lucky the bartender falls into the former category, and she’s merely distracted. She gets major tunnel vision when a man gives off wood-chopping vibes. It’s been that way since college, when she was involved in a “will they/won’t they” situation with a guy in her Media Ethics class (whom she maintains to this day she always despised).

And that’s why, after Laurie asks for an espresso martini and I hold up two fingers to double the order, I have to repeat, “Do I look okay?”

I hold my arms out from my side, drawing Laurie’s attention away from the hot-nerd bartender as he free-pours vodka into a shaker.

“That’s a stupid question, baby girl.”

“Not if I was just on the receiving end of some pretty severe stink eye.”

Laurie allows herself one glance toward where I subtly direct my head in Billie’s direction. My friend considers the odds and then shrugs in that unaffected way only someone who represses a lot of emotions can do.

“She probably just has resting bitch face.”

Maybe.

I turn my gaze over to where Billie has situated herself in relation to the other women. She isn’t looking back at me. She’s standing on the fringes, not quite next to a redhead with a Julia Roberts smile and a brunette with an enviable blowout who are engaged in a gestural conversation.

“That didn’t feel like resting bitch face, that felt like—”

I mimic the look, and Laurie nods, picking up the espresso martini slid in front of her and saying sagely, “A stink eye.”

I frown down at my dress again as the bartender places my own martini in front of me. “Maybe I should’ve—”

“No.” Laurie cuts me off in a tone that leaves no room for argument. She isn’t being complimentary when she says, “You look amazing.” Then she turns with her drink and surveys the room, the bartender forgotten now that my self-esteem is on the line. Six other women stand in the space. “Honestly, everyone looks amazing.”

She’s not wrong. All the women in the room have interpreted the cocktail attire dress code in their own way, but they all look fantastic. Laurie herself looks like she’d grind a guy’s testicles to dust in the palm of her hand and he’d thank her for the privilege of it. Next to my flirty, floaty dress, we live up to the stereotype of odd-couple female friends. Her dark features, the long, lithe, ballerina lines of her body, her interest in the secret lives of sea moss farmers—it’s all a foil to my melanin-deficient characteristics, my curves that multiple online tests have told me are considered “theatrical romantic,” a term that Laurie said could double as a definition for my general demeanor, and my preference for any media that isn’t boring as shit.

“If you want me to smack a bitch, I’ll need at least two more of these.”

Laurie’s offer draws my attention away from the other women in the room. Her glass is poised at her lips, her gaze locked on mine, and the speed at which she drinks her cocktail is entirely dependent on my answer. I raise my glass to my lips and take a tentative sip. It is strong. Like “Jason Voorhees knocking a person’s head off with a single punch” strong, and that’s why I say, “Yes to the espresso martinis—”

I glance back at Billie. She still has that unimpressed expression on her face, her lip is still curled up, but maybe she does just have one of those faces.

“No to spilling blood this early in the night,” I conclude.

Laurie takes a small—and therefore appropriate—sip of her drink before muttering, “You’re no fun anymore.”

With that we move over to the other women who’ve made small pockets of conversation. A Kate Hudson blonde in a cute pink knit dress spots us heading toward the mingling area and greets us with a smile, angling her body out so we can join her and her friend—aka a normal way to react to a stranger at a social event. Laurie and I slip into the fold, nursing our drinks as we make introductions.

“I’m Colette,” she says warmly, and I’m glad she does. Even with the surreptitious glance at her name tag, I can’t decipher the loose, loopy cursive she’s used to fill the white space of the sticker. I do spot a heart after what I now know is an “e,” but that’s about it.

“Dani,” the woman next to her says, playing with the ends of her light brown, mid-nineties Meg Ryan pixie cut like it’s new, before catching herself and smoothing down her name tag instead. Her name is written in neat block letters with a cute, simple smiley face taking up the final third of the space.

I compliment Dani on her blue dress, she says she likes my hair. Colette asks how Laurie and I know each other, and we find out they both came alone but buddied up when they arrived at the same time. That’s all it takes.

Maintaining the flow of the conversation is easy and our circle of four slowly starts to expand. First to join us is the brunette with the blowout—Jennifer—who pauses next to me on her way back from the bar. Her hand comes up in a “wait” gesture that puts me on the defensive for a second before she states, “Can I just say, I love your dress!”

The comment warrants an earnest thank-you from me and a smug “told you so” look from Laurie before Colette continues talking about how she can’t keep a succulent alive. That lures in a new arrival, a dark-skinned woman named Nia, who chimes in with, “I’m going to change your life with two words: ‘soil drainage.’ ”

After that, different exclamations like “That’s because she’s a Pisces stellium,” “It’s just rebranded populism,” and “Me too! But my doctor told me to just go back on the pill” act as a siren call to the other women in the room. By the time the last woman arrives, the boundaries of our groups have bled into one another until we’re just one big circle of voices juggling way too many topics that get louder as we move onto our second and third drinks of the evening.

Marion has to clap her hands together, calling out a few “Ladies!” to garner our attention when it gets closer to eight. Not that I’d know what time it is. It’s not like clocks are high on the list of necessities when it comes to outfitting a club, and not for the first time since we’ve been here, I find myself looking around for my purse when I forget it’s locked in a box upstairs.

“I’m sure you’ve all been sharing what kind of man you’d love to meet tonight!” Marion croons when we quiet down, shooting a wink at no one in particular as we stand shoulder to shoulder in the middle of the room.

In the last hour, I’ve had conversations ranging from appropriate indoor plant care to book recommendations. At no point did the conversation turn to the reason why we’re actually here.

As if she can read my mind, Laurie muses out the corner of her mouth, “We were supposed to be talking about the men?”

I can’t help the sound of amusement that leaves my lips before I press them tightly together on a warning look from Marion.

“Tonight, you ladies will stay at your designated table and the gentlemen will rotate between you. Each of your ten dates will run for ten minutes, and a bell”—she turns to a silver call bell on the table next to her and taps it—“will ring when it’s time for them to move on. Once you get to your table, you will see match cards for you to keep track of your suitors. I will provide each of the men with one of their own when they join us. The names are already there in the correct order for each of you, but everyone has name stickers, so you won’t have to refer to the cards during your date. Please refrain from filling in the card until after your date has left the table. We don’t want anyone’s feelings getting hurt. There will be a fifteen-minute bathroom and bar break after your fifth date at the halfway point, and we welcome you to stay for half an hour of mingling after the final date. At the end of the evening, I will collect your cards and contact you tomorrow with any compatible matches. Who knows?” She performs that same shoulder raise from before and says conspiratorially, “Tonight, you could find your perfect match.”

I hazard a look at Laurie, who merely performs a brief eye narrow before cutting an amused glance my way. I have to look away from her so I don’t make another sound that will gain Marion’s ire.

It’s not that serious. This night, these dates.

Laurie was the one who wanted us to come tonight as part of our pact, but the chances of either of us meeting the love of our life over the next few hours are slim to none. So that’s why we haven’t been theorizing about the dates. It’s why I’m mentally debating whether to stick to the plan of having gyros after this or trying out the new Korean place a few blocks from our apartment. I’m not thinking about whether one of the men I meet tonight is going to turn out to be my “Oh, it’s you” person.

Marion wraps up her talk with table assignments, directions to the bathrooms on both the basement and first levels, and encouragement to freshen our drinks while she goes upstairs to retrieve the men. When everyone gravitates toward the bar, Laurie bumps her hip into mine.

“What’s on your mind?”

It’s only right that I’m honest. “What we’re going to eat after this.”

“Gyros, obviously.” Then a look crosses her face that she usually reserves for when she’s choosing between a boring documentary on wind turbines or an equally boring documentary on hydroelectric turbines. “Halloumi… or fried eggplant if they have it.”

“I’m gonna need meat,” I reply distractedly as I watch Marion dart out of the room, calling over her shoulder that everyone should start making their way to their designated table. Mine’s on the left side of the room, in the middle of the bracket, and Laurie’s is directly across from mine on the other side. The men will zigzag between the tables, so my dates will move from me to her. At the very least, I can give her a warning look if anyone gives off the wrong vibes.

“You’re gonna need meat, huh?”

A snort draws my attention back to Laurie. A smirk starts to spread slowly across her face, dark eyebrow arching upward, but before she can open her mouth to say something particularly heinous, I warn, “Laurie—”

“I was just going to say it’s cute you’re anemic.”

I can’t help but chuckle. For all her educational achievements and her penchant for dull documentaries, my girl’s got a dirty mind. And I wouldn’t have it any other way.

“You were gonna make a dick joke.”

“Yeah.” She nods solemnly. “Yeah, I was.”

“You going to showcase that same humor on your dates tonight?” I ask, moving up to a free spot and ordering two espresso martinis from the new bartender who’s joined his hot-nerd friend. I’m guessing he was originally up on the mezzanine with the men, and they’ll be making their way down at any moment.

“Like I said, it’s straight into voting preferences and belief systems. If I start relying on dick jokes to carry a conversation…” She tilts her head down and I get a glimpse of that same wicked smirk.

“Kill me.”
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CHAPTER 4


“Shut up. Just shut up… You had me at homicide.”

—Not Jerry Maguire



The first three dates are… meh.

Drew seemed to like the look of me, or at least the look of my tits. They garnered most of his attention during our exchange on safe controversial topics like pineapple on pizza (Ew. No), mountain or beach (No strong feelings on that), and cats or dogs (Dogs… obviously). None of our answers matched and I couldn’t find it in me to be disappointed.

Stu didn’t like it when I accidentally called him Drew. Given I’d only heard his name for the first time five minutes before I made the mistake, I feel like the slip hardly warranted the silent treatment he gave me for the rest of our date. I was this close to flipping him the bird as he stomped over to Laurie’s table.

Well, fuck you, too, Drew—I mean, Stu.

His preference for plaid and the manicured beard align more with Laurie’s preferences anyway, but I hope his personality puts a pin in that before it can become an issue.

And Lee, well, he spent the whole time talking about his first date, Nia. She was the woman who gave me tips on how to keep my monstera alive during cocktail hour. With her flawless brown skin and easy smile that showcases a set of perfect Gabrielle Union dimples, it’s not surprising she already has someone so smitten with her. I could see her stealing glances at him from the corner of my eye, so I thought it only fair to offer to be his wingman after the last date was over. We spent the rest of our date talking through a game plan.

By the time my fourth date folds himself into the chair across from me, I’m already considering what kind of filling I’m going to get in my Gyros. Lamb? Chicken? Both. Yeeeessss—

“Hi.”

I shake myself out of my meat-induced daydream and give bachelor number four the attention he deserves for signing up for ten blind dates, and… Oh.

He’s cute.

Late-eighties Bill Pullman cute. Blue eyes, longish, light brown hair that is ruffled because I bet it won’t do anything else, and when he leans over the table and offers me his hand, his palm engulfs mine. It’s warm and big and just a little callused. Green flag.

“I’m John.”

He says his name like an apology, his head ducking down a little, his eyes avoiding mine for a second before he looks back up and offers me the smallest of lip tilts. And it’s so endearing I can’t help but smile back. Things are looking up.

“I’m Jamie.”

“How’s your night been?” His voice is like his handshake: soft and warm and comforting, and I feel like he’d be really good at reciting poetry.

“Mediocre,” I say honestly, lightly, sliding my martini in front of me and making the glass do a pirouette as the comment gains the soft, throaty chuckle I was gunning for.

He goes to say something, stops himself, looks at me for an extended moment from under his lashes, and then seems to find the nerve to say, “I hope I can make it better then.”

Ooh. Smooth. I appreciate the risk and slide forward in my chair a little bit to reward him.

“How about you?”

“It’s been fine; there are some interesting people here.” His answer is more politically correct, but still, I can tell he’s being honest.

“What’s the most interesting thing you’ve heard tonight?” I ask, and he considers the question before looking over his shoulder and pointing out the pretty redhead with the Julia Roberts smile seated at the table next to Laurie.

“Shelley over there volunteered in Kenya helping endangered wildlife, and Dani”—he turns back to me and tilts his head to the woman with the Meg Ryan pixie cut—“has a tattoo of a chicken on her ribs that she has no idea how she got.”

That makes me grin. He’s been listening to these women talk. They’ve been comfortable enough to share intimate and embarrassing stories with him, and if that isn’t a green flag, I don’t know what is. I read this study on speed dating that said you can tell in the first thirty seconds whether you think you’ll be a match with someone. Those numbers seem to be checking out right about now.

He shifts forward on his seat so there’s only a ruler’s distance between us. “Tell me something interesting about you.”

I ponder the question. I’ve got nothing on poultry body art or frolicking with antelopes across the savanna. I am, however, a human trash can filled to the brim with film knowledge, and since John has been the most promising of my suitors so far, I pull out the big guns. “I can recite the entire film of While You Were Sleeping.”

He squints at me, his head tilting to the side, and it makes his bangs flop across his eyes in a way that is too cute.

“No, you can’t,” he says softly, and I slide my glass to the side to meet the unspoken challenge.

I think I make a really solid choice in skipping a rendition of Natalie Cole’s “This Will Be (An Everlasting Love),” since my talents don’t extend to any aptitude for singing, and go straight for the monologue. I deliver it with the kind of confidence that comes from being halfway through my third espresso martini in ninety minutes. I don’t forget the pause Sandra Bullock delivers after she comments on the sepia tone of the footage showing her idyllic childhood, or the inflection when she mentions her dad for the first time, but I make myself stop after four or so sentences. It’s just enough to prove my point, and when John stares at me, genuinely impressed, I can’t help but feel a little buoyant.

“That’s incredible,” he finally says, and I shrug a shoulder, trying not to show how those words actually mean a lot considering most people would probably assume I never leave my house after hearing something like that.

“I can also do Saw,” I say, pulling my drink back in front of me. “But there’s a lot more screaming and swearing.”

His smile spreads, but he doesn’t show his teeth. I think it would take something pretty spectacular to make this man grin. The amusement is still there, though, in the crinkle at the corner of his eyes and the glint of his pupil surrounded by an unforgiving steel-blue iris. Then he asks, “Do you like scary movies?”

“I love them.”

And it keeps going from there. Back and forth. I tell him I like Taylor Swift—a topic that’s somehow come up in all of my previous dates—and he tells me he likes new wave music from the eighties. I played softball in high school; he was in the drama club. He says he makes an amazing cacio e pepe, and I admit that I get influenced easily—and let down often—when it comes to viral Instagram recipes. We share little facts about our lives like they’re breadcrumbs. If you like what you hear, keep following the trail. And I do like what I hear. He seems to as well because, when the bell rings and I start in my seat, he looks like he doesn’t want to leave. He’s too polite to idle, though, standing up with his long fingers curled around the neck of his beer, and landing that imploring stare back on me one more time. So cute.

“I’ll see you after all this for a drink, yeah?”

I think I’d like that. I think I’d like that very much, so I nod and watch him walk over to Laurie. I watch him fold into the seat across from her, reach over and shake her hand, and I watch him glance back over his shoulder at me one more time before a shadow falls over my table, a body moving into his spot and taking his seat.

I only allow myself the shortest second of disappointment before shifting my focus back to give my new date the same practiced smile I’ve been giving the last four men, but then I see who sat down in front of me and… Oh.

Oh shit.

I have to remind myself that it’s not polite to stare. To tell myself the noise in the room hasn’t suddenly hushed, and the lights haven’t gone hazy. There’s no camera zooming in and there isn’t a string quartet somewhere sustaining a long, resonant, affected note. There’s nothing to suggest this date is going to be any better or worse than the others. But this guy… he is something.

And that’s a very strange thing for me to be thinking because if John met the criteria of what I thought was my type, this guy doesn’t check a single box.

Usually I like to be able to tell that my date spends more time in a lecture hall rather than a gym, but this guy… He’s more muscular than lean, more athletic than academic. His white button-up shirt stretches across his shoulders and—that material isn’t supposed to stretch, right? His hair is dark, short, styled. Nothing like the affable milk chocolate mess that looked cute on John. “Cute” isn’t a word I’d use for this guy. I wouldn’t use it for anyone who manages to look so grave within the boudoir-themed surroundings of the bar, but that’s not a bad thing. He is Marvel-movie buff, Oscar-contender serious, and… damn… I guess I’m a fan.

He doesn’t look at me at first. His gaze darts to every part of the room until, as if by accident, his eyes meet mine. It seems as if he’s about to go back to scanning the room, but then he… doesn’t.

He blinks. I blink. And then the grim line of his mouth curves into the smallest of smiles. He hasn’t said anything yet—neither have I—but already my right hand itches to reach for my pen and fashion a big, clear, heavy-handed X in the “yes” column next to his name on the match card that lies facedown and unmarked beside me. I was going to wait until the break to assign my dates to the definitive categories of yes or no, or the more mollifying category of friendship only—but a couple of seconds of sustained eye contact and a lip quirk from the man in front of me has me thinking we should just call it a night now. Put in last calls, start flickering the lights and turning the chairs onto the tables.

Because another study I read about speed dates disagreed with the thirty-second theory. It said you know within the first four seconds of meeting someone whether you’ll want to match with them. And I’m inclined to agree as I glance down at his name tag and see three capital letters: WES.

“Hey,” he says.

His voice is deep, a little husky, and it sounds so good that there’s a little delay before I remember to say, “Hi.”

His smile widens into a grin he then tries to tamp down. It completely softens the inexplicably stern look that was on his face, and I find it so endearing I’m grinning back just as wide.

“I’m Wes.”

“Jamie.”

He stares at me for a second, his mouth silently forming my name until he tilts his head to the side and asks, “What makes you happy, Jamie?”

A bark of laughter shoots out of my mouth, loud enough that I see Laurie pause in her date with John across the way. Her head peeks over his shoulder, mouth pursing comically in a “Girrrrlll, we are talking about that when we get home” expression before I glance back at Wes and try to swallow down a fit of giggles that threaten to ruin any cool girl allure I may have conjured in the last thirty seconds.

“Seriously?” It’s such a… strange thing to say.

What’s even stranger is that I’m kind of into it.

“I—I don’t know why I said that,” he murmurs, color rising to the top of his cheeks though he keeps his stare on me. He’s not embarrassed enough to look away, to break eye contact.

He shakes his head, eyes closing in a prolonged blink, and I take the opportunity to cast my eyes down his torso. I think there’s a tattoo peeking over his shoulder—an interesting, sharp tip of something just visible at the opening of his collar. I’m not into tattoos. At least, I wasn’t. But I want to know what that spike connects to, and I want to follow its path to wherever it may lead.

“It’s the first question that came to mind,” he says, eyes still closed.

“And you want to stick with that?” I grin, and when his eyes open again and he spots my smile, his lips tilt up into something that pulls at that ultrathin thread in my chest.

“Yeah, I feel like I need to know.” His voice drops lower on the admission. And the way he says it… like it’s the truth and, yes, it surprises him, too.

I pause before answering, highly aware that however I respond sets the tone for the rest of the date and possibly the rest of my life. God, where did that come from?

I should say something deep and philosophical. Something to impress him or something vaguely sexual to turn him on. But I don’t, because I want to tell him the truth and I want him to be impressed and turned on by it regardless.

“Movies.”

Nothing on this man’s face flinches or quirks or furrows in response. He just keeps staring, and I have no desire to look away.

“They make you happy?”

“They do… They make the world make sense.”

I drop my voice to a whisper since we’re not supposed to talk about anything work related. I respect the reasoning for the rule—so we can find deeper, more lasting connections that aren’t influenced by salary—but I’m willing to break it for Wes to know what takes up a lot of space in my brain. A lot of space in my life, really.

“I’m writing a thesis about film. I want to teach genre theory.”

“What’s your favorite genre?”

“I have two: rom-com and horror—well, slashers, actually.”

His eyes narrow before his gaze drops down. He gives my pretty, rom-com-appropriate dress a once-over before raising his stare back to mine, his eyebrow quirking up as he does. I just grin. I can guess which part of that answer he’s doubtful about.

“What makes you happy, Wes?”

While it may have been the first question to come to his mind, he doesn’t have an answer ready, and after a couple of seconds of forehead-furrowing thought he says, “I like a happy ending.”

At my arched brow, he clarifies. “Not that kind… although, yeah, I’m sure that’s nice. But I like when the underdog wins, when the hero beats the odds… I like when the guy gets the girl.”

It’s a lovely, loaded, answer. One that makes his gaze drop and settle on my mouth because I’m… Am I… biting my lip?

He takes his time to lift his stare back to mine, and when he does, I have a better understanding of the term “bedroom eyes.” Soft, intense, endless pools of darkness. His eyes are bittersweet cocoa dark, and they somehow spike my blood sugar.

“What’s your favorite movie?” he asks, and it’s like asking me what the primary colors are, or who the three Big Bads are (Jason, Michael, Freddy). I don’t even have to think.

“It’s a three-way tie: While You Were Sleeping, Saw, Shaun of the Dead.”

I’m glad he asked me first because this is a deal-breaker question for me. Though I think Wes would have to like something really bad to counteract whatever is happening over this slightly sticky table right now. He’d have to be a fan of like… Cats or something.

“What’s yours?”

He leans into the table, looking like he’s up for the challenge when he folds his hands in the space between us. His middle finger is half an inch away from grazing against mine, and his hands look strong, capable. I recross my legs.

“Also, a three-way tie. BlacKkKlansman—”

“Oh shit, good choice.” That’s an understatement. It’s a killer choice.

“The Fast and the Furious.”

I’ll allow it.

“And…” He inhales through his teeth like he’s considering not telling me. I’m on the edge of my seat, preparing for the Cats moment that is going to ruin this amazing first impression, and then, “Miss Congeniality.”

Be still, my beating heart. Be still, my equally beating vagina. My cheeks might very well burst from trying to hold back the smile that answer warrants.

“Miss Congeniality?”

“I love Sandy.”

He says it so seriously that it’s my turn to stare. The side of his mouth twitches in amusement when he asks, “Do I pass the test?”

“Depends. How do you feel about scary movies?”

They were noticeably absent from his list, and while I can overlook The Fast and the Furious, it’d be a major red flag if he doesn’t watch any horror.

He shrugs. “I’m partial to one every now and then… I’d watch more with the right person.”

I’d like to be the right person.

I’d start off gentle, maybe Scream or Nightmare on Elm Street. Eventually, if things got more serious, we’d graduate to Creep or Sinister. Break up the gore with Two Weeks Notice as a palette cleanser.

“Is this your first one of these?” I ask after the silence—the one caused by me fantasizing about having a three-way of films with this guy—extends. If I want that to become a reality, I’ll have to, you know, find out more general information about him.

“Yeah, I, uh—” He leans in, and I match his movement. We’re close, like six inches close, and I can smell his cologne, or his shampoo, or his bodywash. Or maybe it’s a mix of all three. Whatever it is, it’s woody and smoky and spicy and it makes me take a long—hopefully subtle—breath through my nose to try and memorize it.

“I work a lot.”

My eyes are drawn down to his clasped hands as he talks. His thumb is mindlessly circling one of his knuckles and… Huh. That’s new. I try not to squirm too obviously in my seat.

“I don’t have much free time, but I got some time off recently and thought what’s the worst that could happen?”

Didn’t I tell myself the very same thing earlier in the night? Although there is one scenario that always comes to mind.

“We could get murdered.”

I say it without thinking. Shrugging in a “Whattaya gonna do?” kind of way as I lift my gaze to meet his, expecting a thoroughly amused expression and my first taste of a low, husky laugh that would give me a greater appreciation for the deep rasp of his voice.

But I don’t see it, and he doesn’t laugh.

He doesn’t laugh at all.
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CHAPTER 5


“Nothing beats a first kill.”

—Not 50 First Dates



Wes just blinks. So I blink. We blink, and then his lips pull down into the smallest of frowns.

“Maybe that’s just a general female fear,” I say.

He leans back from the table, his brow furrowing, and I feel like this is a good time to explain that in my household—one where Laurie and I have had to find a middle ground between our two divisive interests (aka true crime documentaries)—murder is spoken about in the same way one might discuss what should go on a grocery list.

“Sorry… Um, I watch a lot of horror movies and listen to a lot of true crime podcasts, so when someone says, ‘What’s the worst that could happen?’ ‘Murder!’ is just my knee-jerk reaction.”

He doesn’t respond.

I probably shouldn’t have performed jazz hands on the word “murder,” but here we are. There is a chance he missed it, though, because his eyes are fixed on a spot on the table, that somber expression firmly back on his face.

That should be my sign to change the topic to future travel plans, favorite foods, preferred sex positions, but does that stop me from going further down the murder spiral?

Not a chance.

“I mean, I don’t know if there’s a speed date killer out there.”

Wes’s eyes flick up to mine, the formerly soft brown depths hard and unreadable.

“But, you know, Dahmer picked
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