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Jason


Have you ever had such a fright that you thought, this is it — this is where I bid adieu to this world? You must have, though you might not remember it. Well, I had such an experience less than a minute ago. There I was, dropping a shopping bag in the trunk of my car, when my body tingled, and I had this feeling that someone was right behind me, ready to attack.  That was my horrifying moment. I whirled around, only to realize that my fears were unfounded. There is someone out there, though. Standing beside the Civic that’s parked a few spots away from mine. I don’t scare easily, so why am I so jumpy tonight? It’s probably the environment — late at night in a mostly empty parking lot with nary a soul in sight. The stuff horror movies are made of.
The Civic’s away from the streetlight, but even in the darkness I can tell it’s a woman, her tall, curvy silhouette clearly visible. My heart speeds up again as she approaches, my thoughts flooded with the news story I read earlier in The Mercury News. It was something about attractive women accosting unwitting men around the Bay Area and robbing them. That must be the other reason I’m so skittish — that report’s lodged in my subconscious, warning me to stay cautious.
“Excuse me,” she says as she stops a couple of parking spots away.
By now she’s directly under the streetlight and I can’t help but notice that she’s indeed attractive. Wavy, blonde hair complementing a sculpted face with high cheekbones. Her lips are full and painted red, matching the red dress that clings to her body. She has a good two to three inches on me, and that’s after accounting for the heels she’s wearing. I push my glasses up my nose with my index finger, something I find myself doing several times a day. I immediately regret the action, for it accentuates my nerdy appearance. If there was any chance she was interested in me, I’m pretty sure I’ve blown it. Though given my history, I figure I was never in the running. Two alternatives present themselves — either she needs help, or she’s out to con me. The second option makes me shudder.
“My car broke down. I was wondering whether you could give me a ride home.”
“You … you don’t have AAA?” I ask, unable to hide my nervousness.
“No, I don’t.”
“Well, I do. I can call and they should be able to help you out.”
“Aw, that’s so sweet of you, but that will take time, won’t it? I have an early start tomorrow. It’s a very important day for me. I was hoping I could get home and turn in early.”
The young man in me wants to hold her hand and lead her into my car, but the mature adult warns me to stay away. “You could get an Uber.”
Her brow creases. She bites her lip, her hands coming together. “I … I can’t afford that.”
I relax a bit. Perhaps she is in genuine need. Perhaps she isn’t out to get me.
“Where do you live?”
“Downtown. Shouldn’t take more than fifteen minutes to get there.”
It’s close enough. Besides, I can’t resist the chance to spend time with her. It’s not every day that I am graced with the company of a beauty such as this one. Who knows what it will lead to?
Mature adult isn’t giving up so easily, though. “Okay. But you said you had an early start tomorrow. How will you get there if your car’s here?”
“Oh, I’ll ask my friend to drop me.”
Well, that’s that. “Come on, then.” I gesture to her to get in my car.
She walks up to me and extends her hand. “Thank you so much! I’m Jessica.”
“Jason.” I shake her hand. It’s soft. And warm. I hope I’m not making a mistake.
Inside, we’re so close that I want to touch her again. She smells divine. It takes quite an effort to stay away. I start the car and drive off.
“Sweet ride,” she says once we’re out of the lot.
“Thanks.” I can’t believe I’m blushing at the compliment. This car is already proving to be worth the fortune I spent on it.
“So, what do you do, Jason?”
“I’m a software engineer.”
“So I guessed right.” Jessica smiles as she places her hand on my arm. The gesture has an electric effect on me. Is she flirting? I can’t tell. Reading people, especially women, is beyond me.
“How about you?” I ask.
“I’m in showbiz. I write scripts and do some acting on the side.”
“Cool. Not surprised there. You look like you’re a model or a movie star.”
“You’re too kind.” This time her hand lands just above my knee. I shudder again, this time in a good way. How pathetic is that? I’m nearing thirty, but still behaving like I did when I was twelve.
“Anything I might have seen?”
“No, not much other than local plays and the like. I’ve been to a few auditions for TV shows and movies, but nothing’s worked out yet.”
“That’s too bad. I’m sure you will land something soon.”
“Fingers crossed.” Both her hands go up in front of her with crossed fingers. “Most of the roles out there are meaningless dumb blonde bits, you know? Like, the audition today was for a two-minute part. A blonde who’s stupid enough to get killed by this guy she just met. Do I really look that stupid?”
“I’m pretty sure you’re a smart woman.”
“You’re so sweet.” Her hand is back on my arm.
“You mentioned scripts. How’s that going?”
“I’ve written some stuff, shopped it around, but nothing yet.”
“What kind of stories?”
“Oh, all kinds of stuff. The most recent one was about this woman who hitches rides with strangers and knocks them out before taking off in their cars.”
I grip the steering wheel tight with both hands. I don’t like this at all, my feelings about Jessica oscillating like this. Pretty woman in trouble, or a con artist out to get me?
She laughs, her hand still on my arm. “Relax, I’m just kidding. Didn’t mean to frighten you.”
But is she really kidding? Or is she mocking me, challenging me to ward off her evil intentions? I must remain alert. Watch her every move. It’s difficult, since I have to keep an eye on the road as well, but I get through the next few minutes without incident. We’re in San Jose downtown now, and she directs me to stop in front of a row of rundown apartments. The street is dark, and the lights are off in most of the windows. I don’t see a soul around. If she’s going to attack me, this is the perfect opportunity.
“Want to come in for a drink?” she asks.
I should decline. That’s the sensible thing to do, but I can’t resist. No one can argue I didn’t try to get out of it, though. “Don’t you have an early start tomorrow?”
She flashes a charming smile. “I do, but you’ve been so nice to give me a ride. It’s the least I can do.”
Now, who can turn that down? We walk to her door together. She opens it after fumbling with the keys. My heart’s been thumping throughout. Jessica turns on the light and steps inside. I follow. It’s a modest studio, the compact kitchen to the right, the bed straight across, and a door to what I presume is the bathroom, on the left.
“Ah, that bed looks so inviting, doesn’t it?” She’s gazing at me, a grin on her face.
Is she hinting what I think she’s hinting?
“I’m so exhausted I could just crash,” she says as she moves past me and shuts the front door. I guess not.
“I can leave.”
“Oh no, that’s not what I meant. Please stay. What will you have? Wine okay?”
“Sure,” I reply as she enters the kitchen.
Stay alert, I remind myself. She’s on home turf and if she has any nefarious plans, this is where she will make her move. She pulls out a bottle and a couple of glasses from one of the cabinets and places them on the counter. It would be so easy for her to drop some poison into my glass and see my life ebb with every sip. I focus on her hands as she pours the wine into a glass and offers it to me. She watches me, her eyes urging me to take a sip. I know I shouldn’t risk it. As far as I can tell, she didn’t slip anything into my drink, but what if she had already put something in the bottle? I didn’t see her uncork it, so it must have been open. Maybe she’s always prepared for situations such as this one.
There’s a sense of relief as she pours some wine into the other glass and takes a swig. I’m about to do the same, but I notice she hasn’t swallowed yet. The liquid is still in her mouth. The wine might be poisoned after all.
She catches me staring and swallows. “I like to taste it. You know, discern the subtle flavors like those high-brow connoisseurs do.” There’s a hint of sarcasm in the way she says it, as if she’s mocking said experts. It’s like she read my mind.
“I can’t tell one wine from another,” I say, finally taking a sip. It’s safe, I convince myself. I just have to ensure I don’t drink too much. Perhaps the real plan is to get me drunk and vulnerable before she attacks.
I take the opportunity to scan the kitchen, to get the lay of the land. There’s a refrigerator to the left. On the counter is a toaster, a microwave, and a knife rack. Knives! She could grab one and stab me when I’m not looking. But she takes her glass and walks over to the space behind me. There’s a couch and a table there, both of which had escaped my notice earlier. She drops onto one end of the couch, crosses her legs, and smiles. I’m trying to decipher whether it’s an invitation for me to join her, when I spot a copy of The Mercury News on the table. The news article I’d read before is face up.
“You read the papers too?”
“Yeah. Probably the last three people on the planet who still do, right?”
“Who’s the third?”
“My neighbor. She’s nice enough to lend it to me once she’s done reading. I can’t afford a subscription. You know, my dad would settle into his favorite chair and scan the papers for an hour every morning. When I read the paper I feel like he’s still around somewhere.”
“He doesn’t live in the area?”
“He passed away a few years ago.”
“I’m sorry.”
She shrugs. “All part of life.”
I eye the newspaper again. Next to the news item about the con woman is another one. Someone’s been killing young women around the Valley over the past year. The reason they think it’s the same person, most likely male, is because the word “SLUT” is scrawled in the victim’s blood beside each corpse. There have been eight victims, the article says. Nine, I want to correct them. Of course it’s not their fault they don’t know about the first one, for I didn’t write that word when I killed Becky. Come to think of it, it was an accident. She turned me down when I asked her out. Laughed in my face. So humiliating. I lost my temper and smashed my baseball bat on her head. A momentary loss of control, that’s what it was. You wouldn’t call it murder, would you?
I panicked at first, but then managed to calm down and take stock of the situation. No one had seen it happen. No one knew we were together. I walked away with the bat and tossed it somewhere far, far away. But fear engulfed me for weeks. They would find me for sure. Thankfully, nothing happened. When my anxiety receded, realization dawned. I had enjoyed it all — that feeling of control, of power. I wanted to — needed to — experience that rush again.
Soon there was a second woman. And then a third. I’m not proud of what I’ve done. I tell myself I will stop someday. Yes, I will stop the day I’ve conquered my fears and I’m able to pull this off like a pro. But as you can see, the fears still have my number. So far I have eight more victims, but unlike the first one, I left my signature with
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