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			Chapter 1

			All eyes were on the waitress and what wasn’t in her hands.

			“Is there anything else I can get you? Dinner? Tea? Dessert?” the waitress asked.

			“Just the check,” GlitterGirl28 said.

			The waitress, a slim redhead, nodded and walked away. NeedUrLuv29 chuckled and took another sip of his coffee.

			“Is something funny?” GlitterGirl28 asked, meeting NeedUrLuv29’s eyes.

			They were an odd couple seated at an odd table in the middle of an odd choice of restaurant: Coffee and…, a failed franchise GlitterGirl28 had never heard of. GlitterGirl28 was a tall brunette with impeccably girly fashion sensibilities. She had been on so many bad dates that she gave up dressing for men years ago. She dressed the way she wanted, in her best pink princess designer dress. She made up her hair with a few streaks of pink to match. GlitterGirl28 had gorgeous hazel eyes and was slightly overweight–something her BizGirl Photo app hid well. She also wore designer stilettos, red as the many hearts they’d stepped on.

			 NeedUrLuv29 was an altogether different story. No one had ever called him Henry Cavill, and no one ever would. He was an ugly, slightly balding, rotund little man who may have looked like his BizGirl dating photo ten years ago but would’ve been a swipe left had he put up a more recent picture. He wore black travel pants and a camouflage top that looked more fit for hunting elk than for impressing a date.

			“That must be a new record,” NeedUrLuv29 said in answer to GlitterGirl28’s question. “Ten minutes. I never even got your real name.”

			GlitterGirl28 looked at the odd little man with some compassion. She knew well what it was like to be part of the perpetual dating parade, to chat for weeks online, to put yourself out there, and ultimately end up settling for men and relationships that never quite worked out while your friends got married. GlitterGirl28 chose never to settle–she had done that too many times before. Still, kindness cost nothing. GlitterGirl28 was more than happy to let NeedUrLuv29 down easy. She knew the feeling. NeedUrLuv29’s picture and name reminded her of an old college boyfriend, an insensitive narcissist who broke her heart.

			“Listen, you’re a nice guy and all,” GlitterGirl28 said. “I would give you my name, but I just don’t feel the vibe.”

			“The vibe?” NeedUrLuv29 asked. He laughed again, a funny little laugh that sounded like an unsettling cross between a clown’s chuckle and a hyena’s cackle. “Let me tell you about the vibe,” he said. “You gave me nothing–zilch, zero. I sat here carrying the conversation on my own, telling you about my nonexistent sick puppy and my fictional trip to Paris. You just sat there, checking your phone one-hundred times. You never even asked me who I was. You don’t know a thing about me, do you?”

			GlitterGirl28 was struck by such blatant rudeness. Most of the guys she dated were either the strong, silent type or just plain soft. NeedUrLuv29 looked like the latter–like a plain vanilla soft serve ice cream cone in a world full of raspberries, chocolates, and sprinkles galore. There was just something about the way NeedUrLuv29 spoke that screamed out: Unbelievably boring. GlitterGirl28 thought that if NeedUrLuv29 described skydiving above Mount St. Helen’s while the lava raged, he would sound like a stuffed mascot on a children’s science special trying to explain The Periodic Table.

			“I was checking your picture,” GlitterGirl28 said. “I couldn’t believe the man sitting in front of me was the same guy. How much did you Photoshop that picture?”

			NeedUrLuv29 laughed, almost as if he enjoyed the failed date. “I could ask you the same thing,” he said. “I mean, let’s face it, GlitterGirl28. Neither of us are in our prime anymore. We’re both over thirty. We both lied about it on our profiles. And we’re both overweight. I will give it to you, though. You had the figure of a model right up until your late twenties, but then something clearly gave. You got fat. Real fat real quick.”

			“You filthy pig–this date is over,” GlitterGirl28 said. “To think, I thought you might be a nice guy and gave you a chance. I should’ve known you’d just be another loser.”

			GlitterGirl28 picked up her none-too-hot coffee and thought of splashing NeedUrLuv29 like she had seen in countless old movies. But something stopped her–was that really a thing? Did anyone ever splash anyone with coffee and not get arrested?

			NeedUrLuv29’s annoying laugh continued. “It’s the double chin, isn’t it?” he asked. “A real turnoff for shallow, egotistical, narcissistic women who believe they deserve better than they actually do. Don’t worry about telling me your name. I know it already. It’s Karen, isn’t it?”

			GlitterGirl28 stood, stunned, looking between NeedUrLuv29 and the cup of coffee that was now far too cold to do any damage.

			“You’re thinking about splashing me with coffee,” NeedUrLuv29 said, “but you don’t want to do that. It could be assault, couldn’t it, GlitterGirl28? And I am nothing if not a petty little man. Think of your job–you may move up to the administration at Howard G. Stoughton Elementary, right? How would your picture in the police log look, all because of a date gone bad? Think of what everyone would say, including the parents who already think you’re a strange schoolmarm who never married. I’m not worth it, am I, GlitterGirl28? After all, I’m just a loser–your words, right? Well, you’re right about that. But let me correct you on one thing–this date is not over. It’s just getting started. And on this kind of date, I never lose.”

			GlitterGirl28’s instincts kicked in, if a little too late. She bolted towards the door, leaving the restaurant as NeedUrLuv29 just looked after her, smiling eerily. Clearly, this NeedUrLuv29–what a stupid name that was anyway–wasn’t who or what his profile appeared to be. GlitterGirl28 couldn’t explain how this creep knew about her dreams, about her life–she hadn’t shared those details at any point in the conversation. She didn’t even post such details online. Maybe NeedUrLuv29 hacked her phone. GlitterGirl28 wasn’t certain. One thing was for sure–GlitterGirl28 had to get moving before she ended up becoming the victim of a serial killer. Clearly, this angry little man was deranged.

			In the parking lot, GlitterGirl28 was alone, too alone. Luckily, she saw her car, a cute little red mini cooper that screamed out familiarity and comfort after a night like this. This was, by far, the worst date she’d ever had. She thanked God that it was over. GlitterGirl28 ran towards the mini cooper only to feel herself growing groggy. Did that freak do something to my drink? she thought. 

			It was a question that would soon be answered, but not in the way GlitterGirl28 hoped. She blacked out.

			Inside, NeedUrLuv29 thanked the waitress and left her a big tip, all with cash taken right out of GlitterGirl28’s purse. NeedUrLuv29 then got up and joined GlitterGirl28 in the parking lot, whistling every step of the way.
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			Saturday Night

			Midnight

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Wherever GlitterGirl28 woke up–with nothing, not a phone, not a purse, nothing at all–it wasn’t the restaurant parking lot. It looked familiar. Too familiar. GlitterGirl28 was on the cracked pavement opposite her childhood home, a small Cape with beige siding, on the other side of the deep, dark city. GlitterGirl28 hadn’t visited the home in years and wasn’t sure who lived there. It was time to knock and find out.

			“Please,” GlitterGirl28 yelled. “A man drugged me! Let me in! Someone call the police!”

			The door opened. “I’m so sorry, madam—please come in,” a man said politely.

			GlitterGirl28 stepped in without getting a good enough look at the man. She thanked the man until she saw the smile. That smile looked like death on pale lips.

			Rage overtook GlitterGirl28. She assaulted the man, punching, kicking, and scratching. He held her at bay. The man was surprisingly strong for his less than impressive physique.

			“Easy, GlitterGirl28,” NeedUrLuv29 said. “You’re breaking and entering into my house, aren’t you? Not the other way around. And all because you couldn’t take me rejecting you on a date? It’s your word against mine–and I have you on camera. Who will believe you over the evidence? Especially since I’m the one with the scratches, not you. That’s mate abuse, isn’t it?”

			“What is your problem?” GlitterGirl28 yelled.

			“You, GlitterGirl28, and middle-class women, condescending, phony Karens–and pretty much all women–are my problem,” NeedUrLuv29 said. “I was a good man, a perfectly nice man. I always paid for drinks. I always treated women with respect. And what did it get me? Guess, GlitterGirl28? Show me how much smarter women are than men!”

			“Nothing?” GlitterGirl28 answered, half-crying.

			“Not quite,” NeedUrLuv29 said, squeezing on GlitterGirl28’s arms. “It got me kicked out of the gene pool.” NeedUrLuv29 leaned in, close to GlitterGirl28’s face, and said, “It may surprise you to learn that I’m not so nice anymore.”

			

			GlitterGirl28 bawled, overwhelmed with fear as she was. “Are you planning what I think you’re planning?” she asked through her sobs.

			NeedUrLuv29 leaned in, shushing her like he might a wayward child. “Of course not,” he said with stark condescension. “You vain woman. I’m a gentleman incel. I earn the affections of a lady.”

			“Incel?” GlitterGirl28 asked.

			“A woman like you wouldn’t know about us, would you?” NeedUrLuv29 asked. “Involuntary celibate, to the uninitiated. Good, decent men forced into a life they didn’t deserve because of women like you.”

			“Freaks–you mean misogynistic freaks,” GlitterGirl28 said. GlitterGirl28 fought her captor, but she was still too woozy from whatever drug her captor had put into her system. Her arms stilled. She started crying.

			 “Freaks? That’s your favorite word, isn’t it? Well, let me tell you a story about freaks. These two freaks,” NeedUrLuv29 said, pointing at GlitterGirl28 and at himself, “went out before. It was in college. Ten
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