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FIRST DATES

	This story takes place before The Same Breath.

	1

	Teancum Leon, who went by Tean, wasn’t sure how he’d been talked into going on a blind date.

	“You’re going to like Derek,” Hannah said as she pulled shirts from Tean’s closet and threw them on the bed. Some of them landed on Scipio, Tean’s dog. The black Lab shook them off and sprinted out of the room. Tean looked wistfully after him. “He’s so smart, and I know you like smart guys. And he checks all your boxes: you don’t work with him, he’s not hung up on the whole Mormon thing, he’s got a normal life and friends.”

	“He can’t be that normal,” Tean said, “not if he’s still single.”

	“You’re still single.”

	“That’s my whole point.”

	Frowning, Hannah picked up a shirt. “Do you have any clothing that isn’t brown?”

	“Why would I?”

	Hannah opened her mouth, paused, and closed it again. “Let’s go shopping. We’ve got plenty of time.”

	Tean said no, and they agreed to disagree, which meant that Tean ended up at Nordstrom, pawing through the clearance racks and wincing at the price tags.

	“That’s a nice color,” Hannah said, tucking chestnut hair behind her ears. “That would look great on you.”

	With a groan, Tean dropped it into her arms, where a pile was accumulating. “Can’t I just go home, please? I’ll call this guy and tell him I’m sick. I’ll tell him I’ve got a parasite. A tapeworm. That always works. I’ll tell him it’s the kind that they have to pull out of your butt.”

	Hannah just hummed to herself as she flicked through the Medium section of another rack.

	“People are fascinated by tapeworms,” Tean said. “And rightly so. They can get up to eighty feet long coiled up inside your intestine.”

	“What about green?” Hannah said, holding up a shirt.

	“They can live inside you for thirty years. That’s longer than the average marriage. That means you’re more likely to have a long-term, healthy relationship with a tapeworm than with another human being.”

	Hannah cocked her head, looking at the shirt, then at him, and then sighed and hung the shirt on the rack again. “Probably not lime green.”

	“Actually,” Tean said, “I really think that’s what I should do. I’m not feeling well anyway. I might have a fever.”

	“You don’t have a fever.”

	“I just started to feel—” 

	Hannah pressed the back of a hand to his forehead, and she repeated, “You don’t have a fever.”

	“A thermometer—”

	But she had already glided away, still humming. Tean thought the tune was “Onward Christian Soldiers.”

	At the checkout register, the clerk was a young woman in braces.

	“They’re glow in the dark rubber bands,” she told Tean when she noticed him noticing. “My boyfriend likes them.”

	“That’s so cute,” Hannah said. “Isn’t that cute?”

	“You should chew some of those plaque disclosing tablets next time,” Tean said. “Before he kisses you. Maybe he’d like that too.”

	The girl wrinkled her nose.

	“Go wait in the car,” Hannah said.

	“I was trying to be helpful.”

	“No, you weren’t. And give me your credit card, please.”

	It was a spring day in the Salt Lake Valley, which meant perfection. The sun was warm, the mountain breeze brisk, the sky the same blue as deep glacial ice. The only off note was the smell of construction: diesel exhaust, freshly rolled asphalt, and hot metal. Tean sat on the bumper of Hannah’s car; two rows over, a young man and a young woman were making out, pressed up against a RAV4. The young woman was taking the initiative; she had the young man pressed up against a door, and every once in a while he’d whimper and slap the RAV4 like he was starring in a bad porno. Well, just a regular porno, probably. Not that Tean had much experience with that. All that slapping couldn’t be good for the door, though. If they got going any harder, they’d need a plunger to get the dents out.

	“Aww,” Hannah said, following his gaze.

	“It’s like that scene from Alien,” Tean said. “Only in reverse, I guess.”

	“What scene?”

	Tean sighed and shook his head. When Hannah held out a bag of clothes, he accepted it. “Is there a tracking collar in here too? Or are you going to class things up and embed an RFID chip at the back of my neck before you turn me loose?”

	“That’s funny,” Hannah said as they got in the car. “You should try to be funny like that on your date tonight. Derek likes funny guys.” 

	“I could show him that weird mole, the one that’s probably cancerous. It’s funny looking.”

	“That’s not what I mean.”

	“I think I’ll just call him and be sick. I think that’ll be the best thing for everyone. I think that’s a really great idea.”

	“No.”

	Tean leaned forward, elbows on knees, blinking out at the glitter of glass—windows, windshields, all of it flashing with the sun high over the valley. “I could just go home. I’ll walk Scipio. I’ll eat some of those scrambled eggs I burned last night.”

	“How did you manage to burn scrambled eggs?”

	“And then I’ll just turn off all the lights.”

	“Wait. Hold on. You burned the eggs and you still kept them?”

	“And then I’ll just sit there. It’ll be perfectly, blessedly dark, and I’ll just stare at a blank wall, and I’ll contemplate the pure, cosmic horror of existence. And maybe I’ll rent a movie.”

	“No.”

	“There’s this YouTube channel with nine hours of screaming.”

	“No.”

	“You just click play, and it’s like listening to the damned in hell.”

	Hannah just shook her head. “Honestly, sometimes I think you don’t even want to find somebody to date.”

	“Lots of variety, you know? That’s what makes it so good. Not just high-pitched shrieks over and over again. There’s this one guy who’s got a really deep voice. Around hour seven and a half, it sounds like he gets in a car crash.”

	“Derek has a really deep voice.”

	Tean covered his eyes with both hands.

	Before too long, they were turning into Tean’s apartment complex, Hannah pulling the car into one of the guest spots. She turned off the engine and said, “What are you going to do about your hair?”

	“It’s hair. It’s on my head. I’m already doing better than like sixty percent of guys.”

	“Gosh,” Hannah said. “I loved frosted tips. Do you think frosted tips are back in?”

	“Goodbye.”

	“I bet we could finish the tips before you have to meet Derek.”

	Tean opened the door.

	“Now,” Hannah said, “I don’t want to go all mama bear on you, but I know it’s been a long time, so don’t get swept off your feet. If you get lucky, be sure to use protection—”

	Tean launched himself out of the car.

	Hannah’s shouting followed him: “Wear the blue shirt. Derek loves blue!”

	Lugging the bag toward the stairs, Tean tried to be positive. Maybe tonight wouldn’t be so bad. Maybe he would, to borrow Hannah’s term, get lucky. Maybe he’d stick himself with a pin from one of the new shirts, and it would have flesh-eating bacteria on it. Hope springs eternal.

	2

	Jeremiah Berger, who went by Jem, wasn’t sure how he’d been talked into going on a blind date.

	“Is he rich?” Jem asked. He was moving around the apartment where he squatted, giving everything a once-over: the single mattress on the floor, a dirty sheet tucked under the corners to hold it in place, and a blanket balled up at one end; dirty clothes in one corner, clean clothes in another; two extension cords running in from the window (he paid the downstairs neighbors twenty bucks a week for power), with one of the cords going to a fan, and the other snaking out of the bedroom and into the kitchen, where it connected to the refrigerator. He thought about changing the sheets, and then he didn’t. He kicked the dirty clothes into the closet and shut the door. Like a gentleman.

	“I mean,” Tinajas said, her muscular arms crossed over her chest, “he’s definitely higher up the ladder than you.”

	“You don’t have to be mean about it.”

	“You missed some underwear.”

	Jem grinned, retrieved the pink briefs from where they were partially hidden by the mattress, and tossed them in the closet. “Not mine.”

	“Gross.”

	“I think his name was Todd.”

	“Extra gross.”

	“What’s wrong with the name Todd?”

	“The fact that you don’t even know his name, dumbass.”

	“Grow up,” Jem said. “It’s the twenty-first century. Anonymous hookups are the new going steady.”

	“I’ll remember that next time you’re filling a scrip for penicillin.”

	Jem’s grin grew. “But seriously, is he rich? Like, not the annoying kind of rich where it’s all locked up in a trust fund or they use credit cards and think it’s funny to wear thrift-store clothes.”

	“He has a name.”

	“Todd?”

	Tinajas’s dark eyes narrowed.

	“Ok, ok. Um. I know you told me. It was something super Mormon-y. Bristol.”

	“You’re unbearable when you think you’re cute. What prompted this? Was it finding that underwear? Did that make you feel annoyingly self-confident?”

	“Brie.”

	“He’s a boy. A cute boy. A sweet boy. He’s not a European city or a cheese. And I’m deeply regretting setting him up with you.”

	“Brigham.”

	Tinajas rolled her eyes.

	“Am I right?”

	“Yes.”

	“And Brigham is going to be super rich, like, flashing a forty-thousand-dollar Rolex that I can get off his dresser after I bang him to Boystown, right?”

	“Brigham is twenty-four years old, and he just came out to his parents, and he’s sweet and innocent, and as I go on listing his qualities, I realize you are totally wrong for him.”

	“Hey!”

	“I’ll call him and cancel.”

	“Hold on, hold on.” Jem folded his arms. “He doesn’t have to be rich.”

	“No, this was a mistake.”

	“You said he was cute. Is he cute? Really?”

	“Look, Jem, I love you. Kind of. But Brigham is a starry-eyed baby, and I don’t want him to be another one of your marks.”

	“Just wait a second. Just wait one second. I’m offended. I’m really offended.”

	“You’re trying to flex your biceps is what you’re doing.”

	“I can be a really sweet guy too.”

	“You were literally just talking about ‘banging him to Boystown’ and stealing his watch.”

	When Tinajas moved toward the door, Jem threw himself into the doorway, his body making an X. “I can be sweet and also have a backup plan.”

	“You’re too old for him.”

	“You said he’s, what, twenty-four? That’s only three years. That’s nothing.”

	“That’s not what I meant,” Tinajas said, and her dark eyes were sad.

	“Look, I promise I’ll behave. I’ll cut up his food for him and make sure he eats his vegetables, and if he’s really good, I’ll buy him an ice cream cone at the end of the night.”

	“Why?”

	“You just said—”

	“No, you didn’t even want to go on this date. Now you’re desperate.”

	Jem drew himself up to his full height, trying on his best martyred expression. “It’s the principle of the thing. I’m not going to stand around while you make me sound like some sort of scamster fuckboy.”

	“I caught you selling fake Ray Bans on a blanket outside my office last week.”

	“Those glasses were awesome!”

	“Also, you have no principles.”

	Jem opened his mouth, but then a knock came at the door. He froze.

	Tinajas, who never missed anything, fixed him with her gaze. “Who’s that?”

	“Nobody.”

	“Really? Nobody just knocked at your front door?”

	“You know what? I think you’re right. I think you should go, and we can continue this conversation over the phone when you’re—no, go that way, you have to leave by the window, oof.”

	The last was the sound he made when she elbowed him in the gut.

	Jem was still catching his breath as she marched toward the door and opened it. When she saw the man in the hall, she planted her hands on her hips and looked up at him. Kike was holding a bottle of Mad Dog, and his dark eyes widened as he looked past Tinajas to Jem. Jem just shrugged and held up his hands.

	“You’re kidding,” Tinajas said. She turned to Jem. “You’re kidding me, right?”

	“It’s not what it looks like.”

	“It looks like you’re hooking up with my degenerate coworker a few hours before you have a date.”

	“This is strictly, um—”

	“A courtesy call,” Kike offered.

	Tinajas spun away to point a finger at Kike. He flinched; Jem noticed that he was free-balling it in his joggers.

	“That’s right,” Jem said. “We each provide a valuable service—”

	“You’re going to hell,” Tinajas said. “I don’t even believe in hell, but you’re going there. Just you. And you’re going to be there alone.” She pushed past Kike and strode down the hall.

	Jem wiggled out into the hall after her and called, “So Brigham and I, we’re still on, right? Tinajas? Tin? I will be a perfect gentleman!”

	Kike was already shucking his clothes in the doorway, and he grabbed Jem’s shirt and dragged him into the apartment.

	“I’ve only got twenty minutes,” Kike said.

	“Fuck me,” Jem said as he struggled out of his shirt. “I’m going to hell.”

	3

	The texts with Derek had been heating up all afternoon.

	god ur cute. wanna dick pic?

	Maybe a headshot first? Tean realized the moment he hit send that he’d made a poor choice of words.

	Sure enough, a close-up dick pic zoomed into his inbox a moment later.

	cum on, now u

	Checking the mirror, Tean immediately gave up on his hair, which was brushed back and bushy. On good days, Hannah called it a mane, but not in a positive way. He would have been happy with fixing his eyebrows, but no matter how many times he tried, he couldn’t get them to not look any less huge and bristling. He caught his glasses, which had a broken frame, right before they slid off his nose, and then he gave up
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