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1.

I was standing in front of the casket when he approached me.

“Excuse me. I don’t mean to be rude, but is your name Harriet?”

He was startlingly handsome, like a real-life movie star, with skin so smooth that I wondered if he got Botox. There was something familiar about him too, a feeling not dissimilar from returning home after a long time away. The recognition was so acute that it was possible that he actually was a movie star that had repeatedly graced my television screen.

“Yes, I’m Harriet.”

“Sophie told me so much about you and well, I just wanted to say hi and tell you how sorry I am about what happened.”

Sophie was the person in the casket. She was also my best friend. It was a tough combination. According to Sophie’s gossipy uncle, the reason why the casket was closed was because the body was too mangled to put on display. The uncle looked almost gleeful when he described the wounds in the skin like “claw marks from no animal you’ve ever seen.” The police still didn’t know who—or what—had done it. The last time I saw Sophie she was getting an Uber back to her apartment after a night out. The next thing I knew, I was hungover and the police were knocking on my apartment door wanting an explanation for what had happened. They seemed suspicious, like I might be the one with the claws even though I always kept my nails short.

“Sorry, remind me of your name,” I said to the man next to me. I couldn’t stop thinking about Sophie’s disfigured corpse. She would’ve hated to know the way that people were talking about her. She was ugly when we met. We both were. Teenage girls with braces and bad hair, who didn’t know how to exist inside of their bodies. No one wanted us then. We spent our time on the couch in her mom’s dusty basement watching movies and stuffing our mouths with chips. We dreamt of a future where we were grown and glamorous, with a slew of men in pursuit of our affections. Our dreams came true, or at least, Sophie’s did. She grew into her long limbs, started a hair and skin routine, and gained enough followers online that she was able to support herself as an influencer. People followed her because they wanted to be like her, wanted to figure out how to live the way that she did. I, alternatively, got a job as a receptionist at a law firm with the intention of eventually going to law school. Somehow, years had passed and I still hadn’t applied. I did have a boyfriend, Josh. We met on a dating app as most people did now. He was cute, but unreliable. He claimed to be an “entrepreneur,” though his only source of income was driving drunk people around in a bicycle taxi. Sophie had hated him. “I just think you deserve better,” she’d told me. I did deserve better. Knowing that wasn’t the problem. The problem was that I was too scared of being alone.

“I’m Drake,” the man next to me said.

“Like the rapper?” I asked.

“No,” he replied. “Not like that.”

I realized then that I’d heard his name before. Several months prior, Sophie had come to me with infatuation leaking out of her pores, exclaiming, “I met someone new. He’s unlike anyone I’ve ever met. I think he’s the one!” I asked all the usual questions like what he did for work, how tall he was, and if I could see a picture.

“You know, I don’t actually have a picture of him,” she’d said.

“What do you mean?”

“He’s not on social media and we’re not at the stage of our relationship where we take pictures together.”

“Yet somehow you know he’s the one.”

“Yeah. When you know, you know. Isn’t that how you feel about Josh?”

It wasn’t.

I never heard about Drake again after that. I didn’t think much of it. It was common for Sophie to flit from man to man depending on who paid her the most attention or lavished her with the most expensive gifts. But there he was, at her funeral, and much better-looking than Sophie had said.

“I hope she said nice things about me. I’m afraid that I wasn’t always the best friend to her,” I said.

Next to the casket were several framed pictures of Sophie. I knew she was dead because they weren’t the ones that she would’ve picked. Rather than the carefully curated images on her feed, the photographs captured raw, pure moments. Sophie on vacation with her family. Sophie smiling at graduation. Was the real Sophie the one on social media or the one in these photos?

Drake put a hand on my shoulder in reassurance.

“That’s the grief talking. I’m sure you were a great friend. Sophie wasn’t always the easiest person,”

I laughed in discomfort at the post-mortem slight. It was true: Sophie could be self-centered, stubborn, and loved to complain, but we weren’t supposed to say such things about the dead.

“She was misunderstood. Her life was hard in high school. Her parents fought a lot, got divorced. If you can imagine, she wasn’t cute then either. The two of us went to prom together because no one asked us. I think deep down she was extremely lonely.”

Drake looked at me, his eyes roving over my face.

“I can’t imagine that there was no one who wanted to take you to prom,” he said.

Wait a minute. Was this man flirting with me at my best friend’s funeral? Before I could respond, Josh appeared at my side, wrapping an arm protectively around my waist. Early in our relationship, I’d found the jealousy endearing, but more recently it had started to wear on me.

“When are we leaving for the reception?” Josh asked. “There’s no booze here.”

Josh had clocked Sophie’s dislike for him immediately and returned the favor. They only begrudgingly agreed to be in the same room together. I got the sense that he wasn’t entirely upset about her passing.

I sighed.

“Fine. We can go.” I paused to wave at Drake. “Nice to meet you.”

He gave me a nod.

“Likewise.”

I shrugged off my earlier thought about flirtation. Drake was probably just being nice. He recognized that my best friend had died and I was in need of a little kindness. I had been with Josh for so long that I’d forgotten what it was like to interact with a man who had emotional intelligence.


2.

The reception was held at Sophie’s aunt’s house, where she’d spent much of her time as a teenager when things between her parents were particularly bad. I admired her aunt, a perpetual bachelorette who was unafraid to take on the world on her own. It was painful to see such a strong woman looking broken next to a table of casseroles.

“Thank you for coming, Harriet.” She pulled me into a hug and held me there for too long.

“Of course.” I carefully extricated myself from her arms. “Do the police have any new leads?”

“No. Or so they say. I don’t know that they would tell us if they did.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Between you and me, they’re here today in plain clothes. They want to observe who shows up.”

“Do they think her killer would come here?”

“Isn’t that what killers do? Haunt the people that they’ve murdered?”

I looked around the living room. There was Sophie’s other aunt and gossipy uncle. There were Sophie’s influencer friends, phones glued to their palms. Distant relatives whose names I didn’t know munched on plates of food. At the drink table, Josh poured liquid into a cup. Could one of these people have murdered Sophie and mutilated her body beyond recognition? It seemed like the kind of thing that should be evident on someone’s face. A neon sign that read MURDERER on their forehead.

I spent the afternoon making awkward conversation with old friends from high school. They made it seem like they were closer friends with Sophie than they actually were, as though they needed to earn their grief. I made eye contact with Drake as he walked through the front door. The other women looked his way too – he had that type of overwhelming presence. But I noticed he didn’t return any of their glances.

“This place sucks. Can we go soon?”

Josh stumbled up to me. There was a half empty bottle of vodka in his hand and he reeked of liquor. It wasn’t atypical behavior for him. Josh was a drinker. It was a trait that was fun when we first started dating. He brought me out of myself, made me feel fun. However, I’d started to suspect that he had a real problem. I couldn’t figure out how to tell him. I knew that my concern alone wasn’t enough to get him to stop.

I tugged the vodka away from him.

“Where did you get that?” I hissed. “We’re at a reception for my dead best friend. Can’t you behave yourself for one day?”

I was trying my best to speak quietly. I could see Drake watching us from across the room. It was embarrassing to have such a shitty boyfriend whose behavior reflected poorly on me. 

“Come on, Harriet. Sophie wasn’t even nice to you. Let’s go.”

He tugged at my arm. When I tried to push him off, he tumbled to the floor. Everyone in the room turned to look. I was so mortified that it made me feel ill.

Sophie’s aunt rushed over.

“Is he okay? Does he need to lie down? Let me help you, honey.”

She seemed grateful to have something to do. Though she didn’t have any children, she was the type of person that excelled in caring for others. The two of us helped Josh to the guest room and towards the bed.

“I love you, Harriet,” he said.

“Take a nap,” I replied.

Back in the living room, I apologized for my boyfriend’s behavior. Sophie would’ve been so mad if she knew. Partially, I suspected that her and Josh hated one another because they both wanted to be the center of attention. There wasn’t enough room in any space to contain the both of them at the same time.

 “Is your boyfriend okay?” Drake stood next to me. He’d removed his suit jacket and rolled his shirt sleeves to his elbows. He put a hand on my arm in comfort. My skin tingled where he touched me. It had been a while since Josh had given me any kind of tenderness.

“Yeah, he’s fine. He just suffers from this disease called ‘being an idiot.’” 

“It’s not your fault,” he said.

“I know. But I feel responsible for him. It’s like he’s my child.”

 “No. I mean it’s not your fault that Sophie died,” Drake clarified.

I hadn’t realized that I needed someone to say that to me until he did. The guilt was ridiculous. Yes, I’d been the last person to see Sophie aside from an Uber driver that the police hadn’t yet tracked down. Yes, I’d let her leave on her own. None of that meant that I’d killed her. I could only hold myself responsible for so much and yet, I blamed myself for everything.

“Thank you for saying that.”

“I’m just telling you the truth.”

For a brief moment, the shackles of grief lifted and I understood that eventually I would feel more like myself again. I wouldn’t forget Sophie, of course not, but I wouldn’t spend the rest of my life feeling like I carried her corpse on my back. 

“You’re really good at comforting people. You should be a therapist.”

Drake laughed.

“I don’t think I should be trusted with that type of power,” he said.

I pictured myself lying on a couch, baring my soul to him. Maybe the concern of a good looking man was all that I needed to heal.

“I should probably bring Josh home,” I told him, glancing towards the guest bedroom.

“Do you need help getting him to the car?”

I grimaced thinking of lugging Josh’s unruly body outside.

“No, I can handle it.”

Drake gave me a look.

“Let me help you, Harriet.”

“Okay, fine,” I relented.

In the guest room, Josh was asleep. I was about to wake him when Drake scooped him up into his arms and carried him out like a groom would with his wife on their wedding night.

“You’re very strong,” I observed.

“I lift some weights,” Drake said.

Outside, Drake deposited Josh in the backseat of my car.

“Thank you. I’ve got it from here,” I told him. It was a familiar situation. Josh, too drunk to function. Me, the perpetual caretaker.

“Please let me know if you need anything ,” Drake said. “I’ll give you my number. . Remember, you’re not alone in this, Harriet.”

I gave him my cell and he entered his number. I had no intention of ever using it or seeing him again. Men like that belonged in Sophie’s world and Sophie was dead. Besides, I had a boyfriend. It would be unethical for me to contact another man.

Before going back inside, Drake pulled me into a hug. Hug was the wrong word as my arms were tucked against my chest like a baby’s. He held me. I was immobilized in a good way. His touch did what I wanted a weighted blanket to do. His lips brushed against my cheek.

“Take care, Harriet,” he said. He opened his mouth as though there was something else that he wanted to say. Nothing came out. He let me go. He turned and went inside. If there was a moment between us, it was over.

I went home and tucked Josh into bed. I made myself a grilled cheese sandwich and took two bites. I wasn’t hungry. Sophie was dead and her murderer walked free. Even bread and cheese couldn’t break through that kind of misery.


3.

The next time I saw Drake was on the walking path by the river.

“What is a pretty girl doing walking around by herself this late at night?” he asked.

The sound of a male voice made me jump until I realized who it was. I hadn’t texted him, though I’d thought about it. I couldn’t talk to Josh about Sophie’s death, and I was hesitant to reach out to any of my friends about my sadness. Those were brunch friends, not mourning companions. Tragedy had revealed how alone I really was. Drake, however, had encouraged me to contact him. Please, he’d said. The thing that stopped me was my attraction to him. I kept thinking about how it’d felt when he held me. I longed for it. My longing complicated things because it meant that I couldn’t even pretend that our correspondence was platonic, and I wasn’t the type of woman who cheated on her boyfriend. I decided it was better if we never spoke again. That was until we both happened to be walking on the same path at the same time. Somehow, it seemed natural that Drake was there, two mourners doing their mourning rituals. 

“I couldn’t sleep. I haven’t been sleeping,” I told him.

Drake joined me in my stroll, the two of us walking side by side.

Josh was at work. Like a lot of people in the service industry, he worked odd hours. His busiest time was typically between midnight and three in the morning when drunk people requested rides home on the bike taxi. That meant that I spent most nights alone. Before Sophie died, I hadn’t minded it. I liked having the bed to myself, being able to watch the TV shows I liked. Now, it felt like I was being stranded each time he left for work. In my sleeplessness, I’d taken to wandering the paths by the river. I knew that it wasn’t safe to walk around on my own in the dark, but I didn’t want to be safe. Despite what Drake had said about Sophie’s death not being my fault, a part of me still felt as though I deserved punishment.

“I don’t sleep much either,” he said.

“Insomnia sucks.”

“Yes,” he agreed. “Though there is something nice about being out in the world when everyone else is sleeping. I like to imagine all the people in their beds while I’m out here. I get to experience the world while they dream,” he replied. 

“You make not sleeping sound so romantic.”

“Trust me when I tell you that I haven’t always been this way. I was very negative when I was younger. It took years of practice to reframe the world into something beautiful.”

“You can’t be much older than thirty.” I examined his face, his skin, smooth and pale in the moonlight.

He turned and winked at me, a movement that made me blush.

“You’d be surprised,” he said.

It struck me then that perhaps it was inappropriate of me to be walking with Drake, an objectively attractive man, while my boyfriend was hard at work on his bicycle. I was about to excuse myself, turn back towards home, when Drake asked, “Do the police have any new suspects?”

Sophie’s aunt had been calling me almost daily with updates or lack thereof. I appreciated being kept in the loop, though it unnerved me how lonely and desperate she sounded.

“They finally found the Uber driver.”

“Oh?”

“I guess he went on vacation to Mexico the day after Sophie was killed and someone stole his phone. He had no idea that Sophie was killed or that anyone was looking for him.”

“So, he didn’t do it?”

“Supposedly not. He had another ride immediately afterwards. It would’ve been difficult for him to kill Sophie, dispose of her body, and then pick up his next passenger.”

“I guess that was too easy of an answer.”

“Yeah. He was an obvious suspect, but it makes no sense. There’s too much of a paper trail. All the police would have to do was look at Sophie’s phone and they would know that she got in his car. I have to imagine that whoever did it is smarter than that,” I said.

“Did Sophie have any enemies?”

“I mean, yeah. She was a woman online with a large following. Tons of people hated her. Also, she had this bad habit of telling people unfortunate things about themselves. She said it was because she was ‘truthful,’ but really, she liked knocking people down a peg. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t say things like that, should I?”

“It’s fine,” he assured me. “I’m aware that Sophie wasn’t an angel.”

“If you don’t mind me asking, what was your relationship with Sophie like? I don’t think that you’ve mentioned it.” I withheld from him what Sophie had said. I wanted to know if the feelings were reciprocal. It made me uncomfortable to think that he might’ve loved her, to imagine the two of them naked together. Unfairly, I hoped that Drake was celibate even though I shared a bed with my boyfriend. It made me ashamed. This was only my second time meeting the man. He probably wasn’t even attracted to me. He just felt bad for me because my best friend had been murdered.

“It’s a boring story. We met at a bar. We exchanged phone numbers and went on a few dates. Sophie is—was—a fun girl. Both of us realized pretty quickly that we weren’t soulmates or anything, but we stayed friends. I was really sorry to hear about what happened to her. She was so young.”

 I exhaled There was relief in knowing that Drake hadn’t been in love with Sophie. However, it was curious the way in which their stories departed. She’d thought he was “the one.” For him, it was a mere fling. Could both emotional truths exist simultaneously? It made me wary. It was the kind of thing that men were always doing—downplaying a relationship so they could pretend that they didn’t feel hurt. I was grateful to have a boyfriend because it meant I didn’t have to worry about things like that.

Our fingers brushed each other in the air. I pulled my arms into my chest. We were too close together. I thought about the way that Drake had hugged me, the sensation of his lips against my skin.

“I should turn back,” I said, pausing on the path.

“Let me walk you home.”

We were facing each other now. Drake stepped closer to me as a teenager on a skateboard zoomed by. His eyes moved across my face, my lips. My heart was pounding. I wanted to wrap it in duct tape to keep it still.

“I’ll be fine,” I insisted as I moved away from him. Asserting the distance between us gave me the pretense of control, though I recognized that such a deliberate gap was only necessary because of how much I longed to be closer.

“I want to make sure you’re safe,” he said. “ Sophie’s killer is still free.”

It was a difficult argument to refute, especially since nothing had actually happened between us. He was making room for the skateboarding teen, that was all. Any tension was something I’d made up in my mind. I was on edge. I was grieving. I didn’t know how to properly respond to human interaction anymore.

“Okay,” I relented.

On the way back to my apartment, we moved away from the macabre topics of death and lost love and learned more about each other. Drake told me about his love of basketball and classical music. I told him about how much I enjoyed painting and how I wished I had more time to do it. I talked about how I had dreamed of going to law school, but hated my job at the law firm so much that I was no longer sure that was what I wanted. It was nice to get to know someone new. Josh and I had been dating for almost two years and Sophie and I had known each other for two decades. We didn’t have real conversations anymore about who we were or what we wanted out of life. When I spoke, I could tell that Drake was really listening. Though we were new to one another, talking to him felt comfortable like pouring water from a bottle into a glass that fit its contents exactly. I assumed that was the way that Drake was with everyone. What was special to me was an everyday occurrence for him.

“This is my building.”

I was sad to acknowledge the end of our evening. Talking with Drake was the only time that I was able to stop thinking about Sophie’s death, a lifting of the weights that crushed my lungs and made it possible to breathe. The problem was that it made me hungry for more. I wanted him to come inside, to hold me with those strong arms, to kiss my tears away. I wanted him to do the things that Josh didn’t.

I realized that I’d made a mistake in letting Drake accompany me home because in that time I’d developed an affection for him that went beyond a physical attraction. It meant nothing as I had a boyfriend and he probably went for women that were much hotter than I was. Still, the sting of a crush pulsed in my chest.

“I’m glad we ran into each other. It’s been lovely getting to know you better,” he said.

Lovely. What kind of man used words like that? Not Josh who had nearly failed high school English and had decided not to go to college. It would be so amazing to be loved by an articulate man. Someone who thought I was “lovely.”

I wanted Drake to hug me again. I’d asked Josh to hold me, hoping to recreate what had happened with Drake at Sophie’s memorial, and he’d responded with “spooning makes my arm hurt.” I was sure Drake wouldn’t complain about something like that. He’d understand my need to cry. Unfortunately, I would never actually know because I couldn’t touch him.

“Goodnight, Drake.”

I made myself enter the building alone.

“Goodnight, Harriet.”

I couldn’t invite him inside. It was almost like he was a fantasy. A man who entered my dreams in the middle of the night.


4.

Josh started to irritate me more. I grew annoyed when he left his dirty dishes in the kitchen sink or failed to text when he knew he was coming home late.

“Why do we always have to watch what you want to watch?” I snapped at him one night when we sat down to watch a movie.

“What are you talking about? You always get to pick,” he argued back.

Things escalated from there. I critiqued his lack of cooking skills, complained that he never went grocery shopping or cleaned the bathroom.

“Are you on your period or something?” Josh asked when I finished with my tirade.

I stormed out of the house after that.

“Watch whatever you want!” I yelled as the door shut behind me.

I pretended to wander the streets aimlessly. I told myself that I was burning off steam after an argument with my boyfriend. Really, I was looking for Drake. I hadn’t seen him since that night since we ran into one another even though I’d increased the frequency of my midnight walks. There were joggers wearing headlamps, packs of teens, and the occasional homeless person, but no Drake. I stopped myself from texting him. It would be inappropriate and beyond that, I didn’t know what I would say.

My boyfriend doesn’t satisfy me anymore.

I can’t stop thinking about you.

I want you to fuck me the way that you fucked Sophie.

I walled off my inappropriate thoughts. Drake was nothing. We’d only met twice. My attraction to him was merely physical. Even if there was something more, I had no evidence that Drake would make a better partner than Josh as I barely knew him. Drake could do nothing to save me from the miseries of my life. He wasn’t a superhero or a therapist. He was just a man. I thought about him the same way that I did the actors on television. He was a handsome abstraction.

I made a mental list of reasons why I should stay with Josh. He was messy with low aspirations, but he was good to me. He brought me my favorite latte every time he went out for coffee. He let me hoard the covers in bed without complaint. He was skilled at finding the exact place to touch to bring me to orgasm. Many boyfriends didn’t do things like that. That was the thing about men—they could always be worse.

Then, I found the thong under the bed.

I didn’t wear thongs because I found them uncomfortable. I preferred something bikini-cut and cotton. I hadn’t thought about my underwear choices much as Josh had made it clear that he found me sexy regardless of what I wore, or so I’d thought. The thong made me reconsider.

It had been wedged between storage bins that I hadn’t pulled out in months. There was no telling how recently it had arrived in my bedroom. My first instinct was to make excuses for Josh. Maybe a friend had used our room to change. Maybe he bought it as a present for me. Maybe Josh liked to wear thongs when he was alone. None of the excuses made sense. We hadn’t had friends over since Sophie died, the thong was clearly used (gross), and Josh wouldn’t have been ashamed to wear a thong if that’s what he wanted to do. The only logical answer was that Josh had cheated on me with another woman in the bed we shared together.

I was surprised how much the information wounded me. After all, I couldn’t deny my strong attraction to Drake. I had comforted myself with the fact that nothing had actually happened and ascribed it to my own goodness—we hadn’t kissed or touched because I had higher moral standards than that. Of course, it was easy to abstain from something that wasn’t available to me. There was no guarantee that I’d ever see Drake again. I hadn’t cheated, but neither had I ever had the opportunity to cheat.

Apparently, Josh had. Josh, my loyal little golden retriever. He didn’t have a lot of money, fancy degree, or a high-powered career, but I thought he’d always be faithful. What other woman would want him? He encountered a variety of hot young women while driving the bicycle taxi. However, bicycles weren’t a good vehicle in which to have sex. This was someone he brought home. Someone he knew.

I launched an investigation, which began and ended with picking up Josh’s phone before the screen locked when he went to take a shower. The good news was that most of his correspondence was boring. He made plans to play ultimate frisbee with his friends. He exchanged texts with his boss about picking up extra shifts. He wished his parents happy birthday. There was nothing suspicious until I saw Sophie’s name amongst his messages. Sophie, my best friend, that he’d hated. I didn’t even know that he had her number.

Obviously, the most recent message was weeks old. Sophie said nothing new because Sophie was dead. That was little comfort as within the thread I uncovered a betrayal that I never could’ve imagined.

We can’t let Harriet find out what happened last night.

Of course not. She’s my best friend. I’m taking this secret to the grave.

I probably shouldn’t say this, but I had a really good time.

Me too.

We can’t do it again though.

No. Never again.

Their early utterances about it being a one-time occurrence quickly went out the window. They made plans to meet up at Sophie’s apartment, our apartment, in hotels when I thought Josh was working. As it turned out, Josh hadn’t gotten drunk at Sophie’s memorial because he was bored. He’d gotten drunk because the woman he’d fucked again and again was murdered. Neither had I invented the problems between us out of lust for Drake. We had real issues, the depth of which I hadn’t known until I saw those messages.

While all of that was alarming, nothing was so bad as Josh’s final message to Sophie. It was sent on the night she died with a timestamp after she’d taken the Uber home.

Hey, want to meet up?

Sophie hadn’t responded. There were two possibilities. Either she was already dead when Josh had sent the message and thus had been unable to reply or she hadn’t responded because she didn’t need to because Josh was already there. Could Josh have been the last person to see Sophie alive? Could Josh be her killer?

The shower turned off as I tried to process the information that I’d learned. Josh was having an affair with my best friend. They had sex in our bed, the same bed where Josh rarely washed the sheets. He’d texted her the night she died. It was possible that he was the one that killed her.

I leapt out of bed, grabbing a pair of leggings, a sweatshirt, and my shoes that I threw on in the living room before leaving the apartment. There wasn’t enough air. I gasped for breath as I ran down the trail, trying to put as much distance between myself and the apartment I shared with Josh as possible. My own skin disgusted me. I couldn’t believe that I’d let him touch me. And Sophie, my best friend. How could she have done that to me? If nothing else, women were supposed to be able to trust one another.

I ran and ran until I crashed into something hard.

“Shh. It’s okay, baby girl. Don’t cry. It’s all going to be alright.”

Strong arms wrapped themselves around my shaking shoulders. It was Drake. He’d found me right when I needed him most. I was so grateful to see him that I didn’t question the coincidence. Of course he was there. He knew that I needed him because there was a strange connection between the two of us.

“Josh cheated on me,” I gasped. “He cheated on me with Sophie. He messaged her the night that she died. He might’ve killed her.”

“You poor thing,” Drake murmured. He stroked my hair. “I’m sorry that you were treated so poorly. You don’t deserve that.”

Though I was still distraught, there was a pleasure in once again being encased in his arms. The satisfaction of something being exactly as good as you remember it being. Until I’d met Drake, I’d never thought of Josh as a small man. Now, I saw all the ways in which his body was deficient. I wanted to stay there forever. The thought that our embrace might end was unbearable.

A runner jogged past us, his headlight shining on our intertwined bodies.

“We should go somewhere,” I said. I looked around like a cabin might appear, inviting us in.

“We can go to my house,” Drake said.

Yes. Drake’s house. An abode not soiled by Josh and Sophie’s affair like my own apartment was. He took my hand. I wished he would carry me the way that he’d carried Josh to my car after Sophie’s memorial. I didn’t want to be in control of my own life anymore. I’d made a mess of things. A shitty boyfriend, a job I hated, a dead best friend. Drake was comforting because Drake was in control.


5.

Drake lived in a large house by the river, not too far from my apartment, which made sense given that we’d already ran into each other a couple of times This proximity was a nice thought: it meant that, even if he hadn’t dated Sophie, we would have still existed in the same orbit. I liked the idea that we would’ve met regardless of Sophie.

“Your house is amazing,” I said as I gazed up at the Victorian structure.

“Come inside,” he said, ushering me through the door.

He led me to the living room.

“You like velvet, don’t you?” I ran my hand along the silky couch fabric. The room was decorated with oil paintings that depicted horses, still lives, and voluptuous posing ladies. It created a charming effect, like stepping back in time.

“Can I get you anything? Unfortunately, I don’t have much.” Drake seemed suddenly nervous. The shift in his demeaner surprised me. I’d taken him as a man who never lost his cool.

“Water would be great,” I said.

Drake returned with tap water in a wine glass.

“Sorry. I’m running the dishwasher right now,” he told me. He sat down on the couch, leaving a careful, deliberate space between us that I hated.

“Don’t worry about it. Josh never does the dishes. I caught him eating off of an upside down frisbee once.”

Drake reached out and put a hand on my knee. I held myself as still as possible, worried that any movement might make him take his fingers back.

“Tell me what happened,” he said. His eyes were dark and beautiful. I felt lucky to be the subject of his gaze.

“I’m sure you could tell, but Josh and I have been having issues for a while,” I said.

“I gathered as much.”

“I guess I thought that despite his flaws, Josh really loved me and that’s worth something. It’s hard to find someone that really loves you.”

I was worried it sounded stupid. Love was this abstract thing. How valuable could it really be? But Drake nodded. He got it.

“I understand,” he said in confirmation.

I explained how Sophie had hated Josh right from the start, saying that he wasn’t good enough for me. I, naively, had assumed that hatred continued into Sophie’s death, hence Josh’s bad behavior at her memorial until I found a thong under the bed.

“Of all the people in the world I thought the underwear could belong to, I never imagined it would be Sophie until I saw their text messages. They were having an affair right underneath my nose. I feel bad for snooping, but I might never have found out otherwise. I might have married him.”

Drake moved his thumb in circles across my knee, frowning occasionally as I spoke. I was glad that he’d witnessed Josh’s drunken meltdown at Sophie’s memorial so that he could understand what I was saying. I didn’t want him to think I was crazy though I felt crazy.

“Do you think he could’ve killed her? Do you think I’ve been sleeping next to a murderer all this time?” I asked.

Drake’s eyes looked black in the dim light as they met mine.

“I can’t say whether or not Josh is a killer. All I can tell you is that I’m glad you’re out of that apartment,” he said.

He squeezed my knee. I expected him to make some kind of move then. It wouldn’t be amoral, would it? Not after Josh cheated on me with Sophie. But he abruptly moved his hand away, a painful departure.

“I haven’t been totally honest with you,” he began.

A chill passed through me. I’d built Drake up in my head. It was easy because we barely knew each other. In a lot of ways, it was easier for a stranger to be a perfect partner than someone I’d known for years because the stranger hadn’t yet revealed their flaws. I hated that he was about to ruin himself with the reality of who he was.

“My relationship with Sophie, it was…well, it was complicated. The first time we met, she insulted me. I couldn’t believe it. Women rarely treat me that way,” he said.

Though I was furious with Sophie, I let out a crying snort. It was so like her to destroy a man that way. She took their negging and turned it back on them, her words a bullet to their ego. Sometimes it backfired, but more often they loved her for it.

“We were hot and heavy for a few weeks after that,” Drake continued. “And then, I saw you.”

“Me?” I squeaked. That wasn’t the turn I expected the story to take. I thought that Drake was going to confess to his own badness. We were hot and heavy for a few weeks after that and then I ghosted her because I can’t handle my own emotions. I felt bad for what I did and that’s why I showed up to her funeral. I didn’t anticipate my own entrance.

“Sophie showed me a picture of the two of you and she didn’t like my reaction.”

“How did you react?”

Drake looked away from me and then back again.

“Like I just saw my soulmate for the first time,” he said. 

I burst out into laughter. I didn’t believe in things like love at first sight or soulmates. No one was predestined to fall in love. People liked each other or they didn’t. They made their relationship work or they broke up. I spent so much time thinking about Drake not because our hearts were connected by some kind of invisible string, but because he was hot, and my hormones dragged me towards that attraction. There was no way that he looked at me—ordinary me—and thought that we were meant to be together.

“Sophie got jealous. You know how she was—she was fine as long as everyone was paying attention to her at all times. It upset her when I asked questions about you. I couldn’t help it, I needed to know more. That’s when I ended things with Sophie. It wasn’t fair of me to stay with her when all I could think about was you.”

“But you didn’t even know me,” I whispered.

A few minutes ago, the distance between us on the couch seemed enormous. Now, I wished there was some sort of barrier. I didn’t know how to process what Drake was saying. One part of me wanted to leap into his arms and the other part wanted to run away as fast as possible. I’d been denying my instincts for so long that I could no longer parse what was right.

“Come on, Harriet. You know that’s not true. You feel the same as me. Don’t lie. We’ve always known one another, the way that a bee knows a flower without ever having seen one before.”

I tried to figure out which one of us was made of fragile petals and which one had the stinger. Something about my relationship with Josh was that I was always the one in control. I’d dictated when we became official, planned our dates, our dinners. I was the one who found the apartment when we moved in together. We kept my couch, my mattress, hung my prints on the walls. Josh was like a passive little baby. My passive little baby. That was, until he’d slept with Sophie.

Suddenly, it occurred to me that it hadn’t been Josh who had led the affair. It was Sophie. The same Sophie that I’d been friends with since I was 14 years old. She was mad that Drake had ended things with her because he wanted me. Drake was right. Sophie was a jealous person. I’d lied when I said that we went to prom together because no boys had asked us. Someone had asked me, a dork from the math team.

“Ew, you can’t go to prom with him, Harriet,” Sophie had insisted and made me turn him down.

I’d gone along with it because I thought she had my best interests in mind. She was right—I couldn’t date a boy that loved math more than he would ever like me. I valued her input so much that there were times when I reconsidered my relationship with Josh because of how much she disliked him.

“He’s not even that cute,” she’d said.

Apparently, he was cute enough to sleep with.

“Harriet.”

Drake’s voice brought me out of my thoughts.

“I think Sophie hated me,” I said.

“Stop thinking about Sophie. I don’t care about Sophie.”

Seemingly without moving, Drake was next to me on the velvet couch. His proximity made me forget my doubts. His body held a power that made me lose all my faculties.

“I care about you,” he said into my ear.

Then, we were kissing. Any hesitation I had left went out the window when his lips meant mine. Of course we were soulmates. Why had I been denying myself something so good for so long? I’d known it since the moment that we met.

“Tell me you want me,” he growled.

“I want you.” My voice came without thought.

“There’s one last thing I need to tell you.” Words between kisses, his mouth moving from my lips, to my cheek to my neck.

“Yes?”

“I’m a vampire.”

With that, he plunged his teeth into my skin.


6.

Sophie and I’d had sex one time. We were in our early twenties, at the age where we could go out on a weeknight and be functional for work the next day. We’d spent the evening flirting with boys who bought us free drinks and then gave them fake phone numbers so that they could never find us again. After the bar closed, we went back to her apartment and put a frozen pizza in the oven. We cuddled up on the couch and put on a television show we’d watched a million times. Kissing was so natural that it felt like a marble rolling down a steep hill.

“I like you better than any of those stupid boys,” she’d said as she slipped her fingers in my underwear.

At that point in my life, I’d had a couple of actual orgasms during sex, but most of the time I faked it. Men in their early twenties were not particularly good at pleasuring other people. The orgasm that Sophie gave me was different from the ones I gave myself. It was like being submersed in a lake of pleasure. Simultaneously, I felt it in my body and had no body at all. I was floating, infinite.

Afterwards, Sophie had giggled.

“That was so silly,” she said.

She made clear that what we’d done was a lark. The type of experiment that women did when they were young and then pretended it never happened. I didn’t know how to feel. We forgot about the pizza and it burned into a blackened crisp. It seemed possible that I was in love with Sophie. Later, I wondered if she’d done it because she wanted me to be in love with her. She wanted as much power over me as possible because that was what she understood friendship to be.

Drake sucking my blood reminded me of that orgasm except it was something better. He sucked all the badness out of me—every embarrassing memory, trauma, and heartbreak. He sucked until it was gone and I was left floating in a pool of sunshine.

“Are you going to kill me?” I asked when Drake paused for air.

“No.”

I noticed his long canines for the first time and tried to recall if they’d always looked that way and I’d failed to notice. Drake like the rapper? I’d asked the first time we met. No, he’d said and what he hadn’t: it was Drake like Dracula. His fingernails too, they were sharp and pointy like claws. I thought of Sophie’s body, how it’d been ripped to shreds until it was no longer recognizable.

“Did you kill Sophie?”

“Yes.”

I was still in the floaty feel goods of having my blood sucked so the terrifying reality of his answer didn’t fully set in.

“Oh. Why?”

“Because she hurt you. She would’ve continued to hurt you. I was watching you, Harriet. I watched you for months. I knew that she slept with Josh. I hoped you would never find out. I didn’t want you to be destroyed that way. I did it all for you.”

I reached my hand out and touched his smooth face. Had he always been cold like this? 

“Her death hurt me too.”

“I know. I had to choose between the big pain and a thousand little cuts. And, truthfully, I did it because I knew she would never allow us to be together.”

I thought of all the times that I’d chastised myself for thinking about Drake. You barely know him. You have a boyfriend. He’s not interested in you. Meanwhile, he’d been watching me. Maybe my thoughts of him were in response to his eyes on me. What had he seen? Me, masturbating in bed. Josh and I having sex. Josh and I arguing. The tears and numbness of grief after Sophie’s death. I wasn’t sure whether to be glad that he still loved me in spite of all of that or enraged that he was spying.

“Is that what you want? For us to be together?” I asked. The fuzzy warm feelings were starting to wear off and reality was setting in.

“More than anything. You don’t know how lonely I’ve been without you, Harriet. I’ve spent hundreds of years waiting for something, someone. As soon as I saw your face, I knew that it was you.”

“But why? What’s so special about me?”

“Do I need to make a list? You’re beautiful, you’re kind, you’re smart, and funny. The real answer is undefinable. I can’t fully explain it. I just know.”

I’d been attracted to Drake since the first moment that I saw him, but that was easily explained as he was objectively good looking. I hadn’t considered that it meant something more. Soulmates. The word scared me.

“And if we were together, what would that look like? I would be a human and you would care for me as I got older and older and eventually died?”

“If that’s what you wanted. Or I could turn you.”

“Turn me and I would become like you? A killer.”

“I hope you know that I’m more than that.”

“It’s a tough trait to overcome.”

Drake tried to lean forward and kiss me again like his touch was an argument. I pulled away, standing up from the couch.

“I don’t know if this is what I want,” I said. “I always pictured my life being different. I was going to become a lawyer, have children, paint in my free time.”

“You can still do all of that with me. Well, except for have children. But children last for such a short period of time, anyway. You blink and they’re adults. With me, you can quit your job. You can go to school, get a million degrees if that’s what you desire. You can have a whole room for painting.”

“I don’t know,” I repeated. “I have to think about it.”

A small part of me was afraid that Drake wouldn’t let me leave his house. He was a vampire. I knew he was a vampire. It would be so easy for him to kill me right then and there. The fact that he didn’t had to be worth something.


7.

Josh either hadn’t noticed or hadn’t cared that I’d stormed out of our apartment. I spent a couple of days watching him, my basic human man. He ordered a pizza and forgot to put the leftovers in the fridge. He threw his dirty clothes on the floor. He didn’t touch me once. I waited until he was sitting on the couch playing videogames to confront him about the text messages.

Bang.

Bang.

Bang.

He murdered soldiers on the screen.

“I know you slept with Sophie.”

Josh dropped the controller. I stayed standing while he sat on the couch. I liked the height advantage.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he replied.

“You’re lying.”

“Sophie’s dead.” He was pulling excuses out of the air. “She hated me. I’m with you. Why would I do that?”

“I saw your text messages.”

“You went into my phone?” He tried to turn it back around on me. It was my fault that he’d cheated because I’d found the evidence.

“I found a thong under the bed. Have you ever known me to wear a thong?”

“I never really paid attention,” he said.

“Did you like having sex with her? Was it worth it?”

“Harriet, I love you.”

“Answer the question. Did you like it?”

“I don’t know. It was sex. It was fine.”

“That’s not what you told Sophie.”

“I lied to her. I love you, I want to be with you.”

“I think you’re lying to me too. I think you lie all the time, Josh. Even to yourself.”

Josh stood up, started to pace back and forth in front of the sliding door that led to the balcony. 

“Look, I’m sorry. It meant nothing. It was a stupid fling.”

“Has there been anyone else?”

“What?”

“Have you slept with anyone else?”

“No, of course not.”

I stared at Josh so hard that his resolve crumbled. He was such a weak man. I couldn’t remember what had initially attracted me.

“Just like, two or three others. But they meant nothing. They were one-night stands. I promise. I will be faithful to you for the rest of my life.”

“How did you meet these women?”

“In bars. Driving the bicycle taxi. I don’t know. It doesn’t matter. I never think about them. They were drunken mistakes. I’ll do whatever it takes to make it up to you, Harriet. I’m so sorry. I’ll stop drinking. I’ll never talk to another woman again.”

At one point in time, I might’ve forgiven him. My life was intertwined with Josh’s. We lived together, had shared belongings, a joint future. We’d talked about what we would name potential kids. It was a sunk-cost fallacy—I’d already invested so much time and money into our relationship that it seemed too hard to break up and start over. The difference between that version of myself and who I was now was that now there was a vampire that was in love with me. He’d murdered someone for me. When had Josh ever done anything like that?

Josh had provided a meager amount of love and affection. We’d had some good sex, some good cuddles, some laughs. In return, I’d supported him through periods of unemployment, paying rent and buying groceries. I did my best to make sure that I maintained my appearance so that he still found me attractive, foregoing the endless pizza and chicken tenders that he consumed. One of the reasons why I hadn’t applied to law school was that I was worried it would take me out of state and would jeopardize our relationship. I’d sacrificed so much for him and what had he done? He’d slept with my best friend.

As I stared at his pathetic, pacing figure, everything became clear to me. I knew what I wanted to be and who I wanted to be that person with.

“Drake,” I whispered.

I hadn’t heard from him since I’d left his house, but my intuition told me that he was nearby. The details of vampirism were still unclear to me. For example, I knew that Drake could go outside in the daytime without bursting into flames. I’d never seen him turn into a bat or run with superhuman speed. The thing that I did know was that he watched over me. If he was really my soulmate, he would know that I needed him. He would sense my desires through the air.

There was a minute of sheer panic when I worried that I’d ruined everything with my indecision in Drake’s house. Josh continued to apologize, making noises like he was crying without shedding any tears. I imagined a future where Josh and I broke up and I moved to a cheaper, shittier apartment. It was a life without my best friend, without a boyfriend, living each day with the knowledge that I’d had an offer to become immortal and spend forever with my soulmate and I’d turned it down because I wasn’t 100% sure. I fell into a hole of the deepest despair, certain that I’d ruined my life.

That was when the door burst open with a bang. I knew who it was without turning to look. Drake had come.

He rushed to my side.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine or I will be fine,” I told him.

“Who the fuck is this?” Josh spat out. “All these accusations in my direction and this whole time you’ve been cheating on me with him?”

“We haven’t done anything,” I said. “Not yet.”

The statement wasn’t quite true. Drake hadn’t penetrated me vaginally, but he had sunk his teeth into my flesh and sucked my blood, an act more intimate than sex. I longed for a repeat performance. My neck tingled just knowing that Drake was in the room.

“What do you want me to do?” Drake asked.

“Are you going to fight me or something?” Josh sneered at him. Even if Drake wasn’t a vampire, it was an ill-advised taunt as Josh wasn’t particularly large. His only advantage was that as a bicycle taxi driver, he’d wound up in the middle of several drunken brawls. He mistakenly believed that those experiences meant he could survive anything.

“I want you to kill him,” I said. Drake hadn’t turned me into a vampire, but something had changed within me. I was no longer the person that opposed the death penalty, who carried spiders in a cup and set them free outside because I couldn’t bear to end their life.

Josh laughed. He thought I was joking until Drake sunk his fangs into his skin. It wasn’t like what he’d done to me. That had been a gentle, sensual experience. What he did to Josh was comparable to watching a tiger attack its prey in a nature documentary. There was blood all over the room, splattered across the television, the couch, my face. I waited for my disgust to arrive. I wasn’t a violent person, but it never came. I was tired of being nice and forgiving. I was tired of allowing those closest to me to abuse my kindness. I wanted to be brutal.


8.

I moved into Drake’s apartment because mine was covered in blood. The rental company had no problem letting me out of my lease. I quit my job without notice. The police questioned me about Josh’s death and then let me go. Suddenly, I was appreciative of being perceived as helpless.

I cried a lot at first. Drake didn’t sleep in the bed—he didn’t sleep at all, merely retired to his coffin every several days when he required rest—but he curled his body around mine as I wept. When a couple broke up, everyone assumed that the person doing the breaking remained unharmed, an assumption that I’d always found to be false. Causing a breakup wasn’t free of mental anguish just like asking your vampire soulmate to kill your boyfriend wasn’t without grief. Drake took care of me, bringing me food, water, and staying with me while I binge-watched my favorite shows on television.

He also fucked me senseless. That was there too, in between the crying and the guilt. He fucked me until I forgot who I was. There was only pleasure and Drake, his teeth puncturing my skin.

“How do you decide who to kill?” I asked.

He stroked my hair tenderly. With another man, the action would’ve annoyed me. I realized now that was because all of the previous people I’d been with had been wrong for me.

“I don’t kill all that often, just when I want to or need to. For right now, your blood is enough to sustain me.”

Sometimes it made me feel pathetic how much I needed him. It was good to be reminded that Drake needed me too. After years of feeling insufficient, I liked knowing that I was keeping him alive.

When my tears dried up, Drake proposed on the same river pathway where we’d met the second time. It was a curious moment. I was so used to being the one that had to bend a knee and now, here was an all-powerful vampire lowering himself before me. If I said no, it would crush him.

Of course, I didn’t say no.

“Yes—on one condition,” I told him.

“Anything,” he replied.

“I want you to turn me into a vampire.”

I’d been mulling it over. The loss of my humanity left me a lot to consider. Slowly, I’d come to the conclusion that I’d already lost that goodness. It had been stolen from me by shitty boyfriends, bad bosses, and traitorous friends. I’d thought that nothing could feel worse than Sophie’s death until I found out that she’d intentionally hurt me. How was I supposed to have friends after that? All I wanted now was to get my revenge by living forever.

Drake slid the ring on my finger and stood up. I could never tell exactly how tall he was. When we kissed, our bodies fit together perfectly. On the darkened path, he looked like a giant.

“You know that if I turn you, there’s no going back,” he said. “You’ll be bound to me forever.”

“Isn’t that what marriage is?” I asked.

He shook his head.

“Marriage is forever for people who don’t know what that means. This is for real forever. This is eternity.”

How could I refuse something like that?

We didn’t invite a lot of people to the wedding. Drake and I exchanged vows, placed rings on each other’s fingers, and I had one last kiss as a mortal. Then, he sucked all the life out of my body. This sounds brutal, but it felt like floating on a lake on a warm sunny day. What he took, he replaced with his own blood. We became a singular being in two separate forms. It made me realize that anything I’d ever considered to be love up until then had been trivial. I hadn’t understood before. I’d been stupid, naïve. I’d been human.

There was no food at the reception. We didn’t need it. I wasn’t hungry for chicken or fish. I ate the officiant first, followed by the witnesses, and then some men I found on the street. After a lifetime of putting other peoples’ lives before my own, it was so nice to move remorseless through the world. I was out of control or I was in love. The two conditions were one and the same. And I liked it. 
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Prologue

The wedding was the end of the story. It was a truth of romantic comedies and classic novels alike. There was a woman – overworked and undersexed – and a man – rich and hot – who underwent a series of trials and tribulations until they finally found their way together.

I grew up on stories like that. My mother loved romantic comedies. It was a facet of her personality that might have been surprising for people who were only familiar with her from tabloid stories or podcasts that described her as someone who was beautiful and terrifying in equal measure. We would spend evenings together – just the two of us – curled up on the couch in front of the television with a pile of snacks, watching the hilarious escapades of people falling for one another. I’d never bought into the moral panic surrounding television consumption, whether it was too much violence or sex. People were more than their viewing habits. Still, those nights with my mother were some of the most influential times of my life, impacting not only my romantic dreams, but my career aspirations as well.

“Was it like that when you and Dad met?” I asked her once after we finished watching When Harry Met Sally or Sleepless in Seattle. After a while, all the films started to run together. Two people met, they fell in love, the end.

She smiled. For most people, smiling was a friendly gesture, but there was a viciousness to my mother’s grin.

“What your father and I have can never be captured,” she told me.

I’d idolized the two of them, their love, even as I’d witnessed the brutal conclusion of their relationship.

My own wedding took place on the kind of perfect spring day that looked like it had been orchestrated by a production crew. Like the romantic comedies that my mother and I were so fond of watching, it was a circuitous pathway to the altar. There was drama, heartbreak, and even a little death, but it was all worth it because I’d landed exactly where I was supposed to be.

“Do you want another mimosa?” the maid of honor asked.

“I’d love another one,” I told her. “Go light on the orange juice. Very light.”

Downstairs, I could hear guests filtering into the chapel. It was exhilarating to consider that not only did a man love me enough to legally declare his devotion to me, but that there was a whole crowd of people who wanted to witness it happen. I’d experienced an enormous amount of loneliness in my youth, isolation that I worried marked my skin like smallpox. The sound of chatter below served as reassurance that all of that was behind me. I’d witnessed things that were horrific, been mocked and terrorized by my peers, and I’d come out the other side of all that as a bride in her wedding gown.

Neither of my parents were in attendance for obvious reasons.

“Are you nervous?” the maid of honor asked as she handed me my drink.

“No.”

It wasn’t exactly true. I wasn’t nervous about the groom, as there had never been two people that were more right for each other than us. It was more that I was eager to get the ceremony over with. The wedding was the end of the story, but only once the couple said, “I do.” Before that, anything could happen.

For the first time that day, I was left alone in the room and I examined my reflection in the mirror, admiring the way that the dress flattered my curves. Generally, I considered myself to be an attractive person. My face was nice enough, with deep-brown eyes that men liked to call “mysterious”, and wavy brown hair that refused to be categorized as either curly or straight. My body was passable as well, though I’d never been one of those people who threw themselves into strenuous fitness routines. I preferred to spend my free time on the couch reading books or watching reality television. My real strength was my ability to read people. I could look at someone and understand what it was they wanted, a skill that came in handy both in the workplace and in personal relationships.

Despite all that, finding true love hadn’t been an easy venture. If I saw others as a transparent pane of glass, I was a brick wall. I didn’t know how to open up, let people in, and as a result, most of my connections remained surface level. It was a rare person who could breach those boundaries to become a friend and even rarer was finding someone worthy of romance. The events that ultimately led to my wedding day were so tragic, so comic, that no screenwriter could’ve plucked them out of their head. Then again, that was how the romantic comedy functioned – a series of increasingly embarrassing escapades until two people realized they were in love.

There was a knock on the door. I opened it with a smile, expecting to be greeted by a friend or my future mother-in-law. Instead, there was a box.

The box was the same color white as my dress and secured with a pink bow on top. I looked around to see who had left it and found the hallway empty. I pulled it into the room with me, noting that my hands had begun to shake. It was possible that I was nervous after all. It was probably better to cut back on the champagne until the ceremony was completed.

The box was awkwardly sized, and I sat down, placing it across my legs as I untied the bow and slowly removed the top. I reassured myself that everything was still good. It was ordinary for brides to receive gifts on their wedding day – or at least that’s what I’d gleaned from dating shows that I’d watched. Maybe he’d written me a poem or gotten a monographed keepsake.

However, as I rooted through the tissue paper it became apparent that the question was not so much what was in the box, but who. A shriek came out of my throat as my fingers touched something hard that revealed itself to be bone. The distance between a romantic comedy and a horror film was never as far as people wanted it to be.



1.
Four Months Earlier

Molly and Noah were already seated at the table when I arrived at the restaurant. I was underwhelmed by the presentation. There were no gifts waiting, no bouquet of flowers, nothing to indicate that we were celebrating my birthday rather than having an ordinary meal.

I swallowed my disappointment as I pulled out a chair and joined them.

“Oh wow,” I said. “My two favorite people. What are we drinking tonight?”

The setting was so mediocre that I decided it was a fake out before the surprise party that I’d spent the previous two months hinting to my fiancé Noah that I wanted.

“I’d love a surprise party,” I told him while we stood in the corner at a housewarming for one of his friends.

“Maybe you’ll throw me a surprise party,” I whispered into his ear while we made love.

“I told Noah that I want a surprise party,” I texted his mom.

My favorite birthday ever – my last real party – had been a surprise. I was turning ten and I came home from school to find the living room full of people. None of them were other kids. I didn’t care. I didn’t have any friends my own age anyway. I claimed that I preferred the company of adults. “Kids are stupid,” I used to say to my parents and the three of us would laugh and laugh. There was no better feeling than entertaining them like that.

What I couldn’t admit was that I felt excluded. The other girls enrolled in dance lessons, soccer, horseback riding, and developed languages that I was unable to speak. They didn’t care about the films that I’d watched over the weekend or the books that I’d completed. My parents didn’t seem to understand that such things existed and wouldn’t have been able to afford the cost if they had. What could be better than the three of us? they asked, which might’ve been true had they spent more time with me.

My tenth birthday fulfilled fantasies that I didn’t even know I had. Instead of one big cake with my name written in cursive icing spelling out “Happy Birthday, Lexie,” there were trays of exquisitely decorated petits fours and a tower of cocktail shrimp. Someone gave me a flute of champagne and thought it was hilarious when I took a sip and grimaced before setting the glass down. The air grew smoky with a scent that years later I would realize was marijuana. We pushed the couches out of the way to make a dance floor and I grew lightheaded as I spun in circles, the guests cheering my name. I was so ecstatic that I failed to notice the lack of presents. I ended the evening with the assumption that all adult parties were like that and that age ten was going to be the best year ever. I was horrendously wrong on both accounts.

When I woke the morning of my thirtieth birthday to find a note from Noah on my bedside table that said See you tonight @ Antonio’s 7pm in Noah’s messy doctor’s scrawl, I took it as confirmation that the surprise party was happening as requested. I looked up Antonio’s online and saw that they had a private room available for rent. I scrolled through photos of the space, building a vision of the night to come in my brain. Couples were always throwing each other elaborate parties on my favorite reality shows. Gatherings with themes like cowboy, luau, or a 1920s murder mystery, filled with dozens of friends that served as extras in their lives. That was the kind of thing that I was envisioning, except the theme was my parents’ house twenty years prior. Before everything went wrong.

I spent the day primping. I got a facial, followed by a manicure and a blow-dry.

“It’s my birthday,” I told the beautician.

“It’s my birthday,” I repeated to the nail tech.

“It’s my birthday,” I informed the hair stylist.

It was the kind of thing that was only allowed one day of the year and I was going to take advantage of it.

At home, I opened a bottle of champagne and practiced making surprised faces in the mirror.

“Oh my gosh, what a surprise!”

“A surprise party?! I had no idea!”

“I can’t believe my fiancé is so good at keeping secrets!”

By the time I put on the sparkly pink dress that my best friend Molly had helped me pick out, I was significantly inebriated. I took selfies against the wall of my townhouse with the best lighting and ordered an Uber to come pick me up, because if Noah’s party was anything like the ones that I’d seen on TV, there was no way that I would be in any state to drive later in the evening.

When I arrived at the restaurant, I was surprised when the host led me past the private room, which was darkened and empty, but I wasn’t surprised to see Molly sitting at the table next to Noah. I’d known for weeks that she was in on the secret. On a couple of separate occasions, I’d caught Noah texting her when I’d peeked over his shoulder. Molly and Noah had conspired together before – she was the one that had told him my preferred stone cut when he’d proposed – so when I saw the messages, I knew something good was in the works.

Then, two weeks prior, Molly had invited me to the mall. She’d ordered a dress online that turned out to be too small and rather than mailing it back in, she decided it would be easier to return it to the store directly.

“It would be a good opportunity to buy a dress for your birthday,” she said with a wink.

That was the kind of friends that Molly and I were – we existed together. If I wanted an afternoon coffee as a pick-me-up, she swung by and we went to Starbucks. If Noah had a late shift at the hospital, Molly came over with a pizza and we watched reality television. Having Molly was what I’d imagined having a sister would’ve been like had my mother ever listened to my requests for a sibling.

Molly was the first friend that I’d ever had that provided the kind of bond that I’d witnessed in movies. I had acquaintances, of course. People that I saw at work or the gym. We said hello to one another and exchanged pleasantries, but we didn’t really know one another. It was like there was some invisible fence that everyone had the access code to except for me. I blamed my mother. She hadn’t been close with anyone either, except for my father and that had ended catastrophically.

Things with Molly were different. She was fun, pretty, and, most importantly, she liked me. She made me want to tell her things, real things, not the mindless chatter I gave other people.

When she picked up the purple sparkly dress and said, “This would be perfect for your birthday,” I read between the lines to hear, this would be perfect for your surprise party.

That was why I was certain that the table at the restaurant was the beginning of the night rather than the end. Surely, there was something more than a simple birthday dinner afoot. If nothing else, I was right about that.

As I approached the table, Noah’s gaze drifted in the direction of my cleavage. I did have nice breasts, an attribute that I didn’t take for granted.

“You look good,” he said.

As a medical resident, Noah spent a lot of hours at the hospital, which meant that he had to tend to our relationship in other ways. He gave frequent compliments, had a standing weekly flower delivery, and knew my favorite meal at all our regular takeout spots so that I wasn’t stuck cooking for myself every single night. Molly sometimes asked me if I was lonely spending so much time by myself, but I didn’t mind. After all that time alone in my youth, being with others too much could be overwhelming.

“Thanks,” I said.

I noticed that Molly had also donned a sparkly dress, which seemed a little tacky considering that she’d helped me pick out my outfit for the evening. Molly could be like that sometimes, stepping into other people’s spotlights when given the chance. I knew it was because she was insecure. She needed that reassurance of having everyone look at her.

“I think I’m going to get a martini,” I announced, thinking of the glasses that had floated in guests’ hands at my tenth birthday party. “I don’t usually drink martinis, but it seems like a good night for one.”

“I think I’ll get one too,” Molly said.

Noah, who didn’t ordinarily drink because he was nearly always on call, ordered straight whiskey. He kept glancing in my direction in a way that made me worried that there was something on my face.

“We have something to tell you,” Molly said when our drinks arrived.

“Oh?” I took a sip of the martini. It didn’t taste the way that I thought it would when I was a kid. That was true of a lot of things. Coffee, cigarettes, oysters. Everything about being an adult was at least a little bit worse than it looked from a child’s viewpoint.

Molly glanced at Noah who was staring intently at his drink.

“Noah and I are in love,” she said.

I giggled. It was the only reasonable reaction to such a joke.

“With me?”

“No, with each other.”

It might’ve been an effect of the candlelight, but she looked almost gleeful. It was so unlike the Molly I thought I knew, the Molly who came off as meek until her shell was cracked. I considered myself to be a good judge of character. After all, I’d detected the wrongness within my parents before anyone else had. There had been nothing sour or vindictive inside of Molly, or at least, I hadn’t thought there was. The possibility that I’d been mistaken made me panic.

Meanwhile, Noah was somehow shrinking, his body deflating like an air mattress over the course of a night.

I giggled again. The sound irritated me, but I couldn’t stop myself.

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“We’ve wanted to tell you for a while now. I swear, we didn’t mean for it to happen. We ran into each other at a bar. We were drunk and well . . .” Molly’s voice trailed off waiting for me to put the pieces together. She had the tone of someone pretending to be apologetic, which I was well acquainted with from all the reality shows that we’d watched together. I’m sorry if I made you feel that way, but I was being my authentic self.

“Noah doesn’t go to bars. He’s always at work.” I lost confidence in the words as they came out of my mouth. I was operating in a dream space where I wasn’t sure what was real. It seemed strange that my arms were still connected to my body, that I was able to maintain my hold on the glass.

“There are things that he doesn’t tell you,” Molly said.

I looked at Noah who was now the size of a mouse. I couldn’t figure out why I’d ever thought him tall.

“Did you forget how to speak?” I asked.

I’d never seen him like that before. He usually had the obnoxious confidence of a man with a degree in how bodies worked.

“Sorry, Lexie,” he whispered into his bourbon.

“That’s it? That’s all you have? You have a job that involves telling patients that they’re dying and you can’t look me in the eyes and tell me that you’re cheating on me?”

I stared him down. He refused to meet my gaze.

“This is a joke, right? One of those pranks? Well, you got me. I’m so sad, boohoo. You’re having an affair, are deeply in love, all that. Can we skip to the end where you tell me that none of this is real and then celebrate my birthday?”

Noah’s head shot up like someone had just stuck a needle in his side.

“It’s your birthday?”

His eyes were red. Had he been crying? I hadn’t noticed.

“Of course it’s my birthday. That’s why we’re here. This is my birthday dinner.”

Noah looked at Molly.

“Did you know?” he asked.

“Yeah, I mean, I guess I thought it was a little weird that you wanted to tell her on her birthday, but I went along with it because that was what you wanted,” she said.

Noah shook his head.

“No,” he insisted. “No, I didn’t know. You should’ve told me, Molly. I wanted to let her down gently, you know that.”

The joke was going on for too long, too seriously. I needed it to end. I looked around for hidden cameras, for the rest of the party to pop out and say, “Surprise!” It wasn’t the kind of thing that was ever supposed to happen with Noah. Above all else, he was supposed to be safe.

“It’s better that she knows,” Molly said. “Now she can get on with the rest of her life.”

“Noah is the rest of my life,” I said. I thought about the house we were going to buy, the children. The last time I’d seen Noah’s mother, she’d handed me the smallest onesie that I’d ever seen, stating that she’d found it in the store and couldn’t resist. It had been an act as meaningful as when Noah slid the engagement ring on my finger.

“We have a wedding date, a venue. I bought a dress. It’s being tailored. What about the house?” Noah and I had been casually house-hunting for the past couple of months. He’d moved into my townhouse shortly after we started dating and we’d decided that it was time to move somewhere bigger that was jointly owned. Just the previous weekend we’d toured a four-bedroom, five-bathroom house in the suburbs that he’d called his “dream home.” For some reason, I’d thought my presence was implied within that dream.

“Lexie, I’m sorry. It’s over,” he said sadly.

There was a rushing in my brain. The sound of a dam lifting, a waterfall set free. They were serious, or at least Molly was. She sat with her martini glass pinched between two fingers. She looked so good. Had she lost weight? I’d thought her dress was similar to mine and now realized that it was exactly the same, only hers was a bright red instead of purple.

I thought back to our shopping trip. She’d known. She’d directed me to buy the dress and then purchased one of her own. The whole situation had been engineered to obliterate me. Why go for a gunshot wound when you can send a bomb?

“Why are you doing this to me?” I asked.

“It’s not about doing anything to you,” she said. “It’s about Noah and me. We’re in love.”

“No, you’re not. I know all about love and this isn’t it.”

I looked at Noah.

“You don’t really want this. I know you don’t. I know everything about you, Noah. We’re meant to be together. The perfect couple. You might be happy with her right now, but it won’t last. Trust me on that – I’m an expert. There’s still time to fix this. You can leave with me, right now, the two of us. We can go home and make things right. You don’t have to go with her.”

He almost went with me. His body didn’t move, but I could sense that he wanted to go. At his core, Noah was a rule follower. He did what people told him to do because historically that had worked out in his favor. He’d gotten into a good college, medical school, and matched with a residency. He wasn’t used to people delivering advice in anything less than good faith.

“Sorry, Lexie,” he said again.

I wanted to claim that what I did next was an original action, however, it was something that I’d seen one of the characters do on one of my favorite reality television shows. One of the cast members was in a fight with another cast member because she’d had a make-out session with a guy that neither of them were dating, but both had previously slept with.

“That was so shady of her,” Molly had said when we watched the episode. She then clapped and cheered when the wronged woman threw wine at her castmate’s face, staining her expensive outfit.

I didn’t have wine, but I did have a half-drunk martini.

I stood up, wrapping my fingers around the glass, and tossed the remaining liquid at Molly’s face. Something that I knew, which Noah likely didn’t, was that Molly wore a lot of makeup. She’d had bad acne as a teenager, and she’d carried that insecurity with her into her adult life. Whatever holding spray she might’ve applied was no match for the liquor in my glass and lines began to streak through her foundation. My only regret was that I hadn’t ordered red wine that might’ve stained her cursed dress.

She gasped at the shock of it.

“Bitch,” she said.

I grabbed my jacket off the back of the chair and marched out of the restaurant. When things were particularly bad, I liked to step outside of myself. I was no longer in my body, but a woman that I was watching on a reality television show. Rather than a participant, I was an audience member to my own rippling pain. I narrated my life through “confessionals” where cast members provided exposition on the events depicted on screen. Yeah, I was definitely shocked when Noah and Molly told me they were in love. They were the two people that I trusted most and they betrayed me. You’d think it was something I’d be used to by now, but you never really adjust to being hurt by the people you love.

The distance made pain manageable. Performing the motions of being a strong person was almost the same as actually being one. I understood why reality television stars wore a full face of makeup, even when lounging around the house. They needed to appear put together even when their lives were falling apart.
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The other thing that I’d learned from television was that in times of crisis the appropriate thing to do was to get very, very drunk. There was a bar down the street from Antonio’s, a place that earlier I’d imagined we’d drunkenly stumble to as an after-party. I entered alone, a state that normally didn’t bother me, but that night felt conspicuous. I made a beeline for the bar and ordered a Long Island iced tea from the himbo bartender. I wanted to be obliterated.

I tried to think of someone I could call. A friend that would make indignant declarations on my behalf like how dare they! She was your best friend! I thought of all my followers on social media, people who commented things like so cute! or send me the recipe! when I posted pictures from my day-to-day existence. I labeled them as “friends,” but none of them were people that I could call on in times of crisis. All they wanted from me were flattering photographs, shots of food that I’d eaten, and glimmers of my work life. They didn’t want the real me. Molly was the only one who knew all of that and still loved me for it. Or, at least, I thought she’d loved me.

Before Molly and I became friends at the age of twenty-four, I spent most of my time alone. I went out, sure. Attended parties, slept with men, relationships that never went beyond the surface level. It was a condition that I’d adjusted to at a young age as I was an only child, and my parents weren’t interested in arranging playdates or engaging with me themselves.

Everything got worse after the arrest.

Seemingly everyone knew what had happened and avoided me as though that kind of violence might be contagious. I spent my time watching television and curating an online platform where no one knew who I was or what had happened between my parents. To my followers, it appeared that I was living a cool and fun life full of friends that were just out of the frame. In reality, I was nearly always by myself.

When I turned eighteen, I changed my name and went to college in a faraway state where no one had ever heard of Peter and Lydia Schwartz. I was good at making acquaintances, but I still didn’t have a best friend the way that the women I watched on television did. While the other students longed for sex and romance, I was envious of the women who got ready for parties together, held back each other’s hair when they drank too much, and confided their deepest, darkest secrets to one another. I tried joining clubs, going to exercise classes, and inserting myself in conversations with women that I liked from afar, but struggled to get past a surface-level relationship. The other women told me stories about themselves and when I opened my mouth to do the same, nothing emerged. They were, I realized, unwilling to give themselves away to someone that couldn’t do the same in return.

That all changed when I met Molly.

Molly and I met in a group exercise class. She was new to fitness, preferring to spend her free time on the couch in front of the TV, and struggled to keep up with the other women, who looked like screen-printed copies of one another down to their matching outfits. After class, the other women went to a café to drink green juice together. Molly and I were never invited. I couldn’t figure out what I was doing wrong. I wore the same outfits as them, did my hair the same way. A couple of them even watched some of the same television shows as me, but gave curt responses when I tried to engage them in discussion about it. I thought of it as a code that I needed to break. If I tried enough combinations, then eventually they’d let me in.

“Do you want to go for coffee?” I asked Molly in the locker room one day when I noticed her staring longingly in the direction of the other women.

She turned towards me. The eagerness in her expression nearly broke me in two.

“Yes, I’d love to,” she said.

Based off what I’d previously witnessed, I’d expected Molly to be shy, but she started talking the moment we sat down.

“Can we talk about how snotty everyone in our class is?” Molly said. I was surprised by the force in her voice and reassessed my earlier judgement of meekness. She was also cuter outside of the exercise class setting with big blue eyes and fashionable clothing.

“Oh my gosh, I thought it was just me,” I told her. I’d put so much of my energy into trying to get the women to like me that I was excited about the opportunity to vent.

“They act like they’re superior to everyone because they’re in good shape,” Molly said.

“Don’t let them fool you. Those matching sets they like to wear cover up a lot of flaws,” I replied. “Why’d you think I bought them?”

“And what’s with the green juice? It tastes like grass in my opinion.”

“Ugh, yes. They’re scared to eat food.”

“That’s because they don’t have a personality outside of their bodies. I don’t know what they’re going to do when they get old.”

As it turned out, having a shared focus of dislike was a solid basis for a friendship.

The following week, the two of us got drunk at a tequila bar where we discovered that we had a lot in common. Molly also had a penchant for romantic comedies and reality shows about women who were wealthy disasters.

“I love all the Real Housewives franchises, Love Island, Love Is Blind, you name it,” she told me. “I used to be embarrassed about the things that I liked. Then, I realized that all the things we’re supposed to hide, all the stuff we’re supposed to feel guilty about liking, are all things that are geared towards women. It’s so stupid. That’s why I get so mad about the women in our exercise class. Society pressures us into being these perfect little things and that’s just not who I am, you know?”

Yes, yes. I did know. I’d spent so many years of my life trying to fit in that it was freeing to be around someone so open. Suddenly, we were spending all our time together. It was the friendship version of a whirlwind romance. We cooked healthy meals and then splurged pints of ice cream while catching up on our favorite shows. We quit our original exercise class and tried out gyms across the city, none of which could compete with the seductive draw of the couch. We got second piercings in our earlobes and I was Molly’s caretaker when she got her wisdom teeth removed. I finally had the kind of friendship that I’d always longed for, the kind that I’d seen on TV. I told her about what had happened with my parents because telling secrets to one another was what friends did. Unlike the kids in my youth, she didn’t judge me.

“That must’ve been so hard,” she said, hugged me, and insisted that we eat a pint of ice cream.

Our relationship changed after I met Noah. By that point, Molly and I had been friends for three years. She was with me when Noah and I met because she was nearly always with me. We were at a bar drinking cocktails, something pink and girly, when Noah and his friends walked in. Molly watched the way that my head swiveled to follow his form across the room.

“You like him,” she said.

I wasn’t usually shy, but something about Noah made me that way. He was so wholesome, like a loaf of bread, with his blond hair and preppy style that I would later learn was out of apathy more than anything else.

“He’s cute, I guess,” I replied.

“Let’s get closer,” Molly said, grabbing my hand.

I could hear them talking.

“I had this one patient today who was so difficult. She kept interrupting me to tell me that I didn’t understand,” one woman said.

“I had one of those last week,” a man replied.

I pieced together from their conversation that they worked in the medical field.

“I think he’s a doctor,” I whispered to Molly. I wanted him so badly that I began to feel physically ill. It made me uncomfortable to desire things that only other people could give me, because my childhood had taught me that it was best to stick to things that I could provide for myself.

“Talk to him,” Molly urged.

“No.”

Noah wasn’t like the other men that I went for. The muscled guys with their slicked back hair who avoided committed relationships like it was a venereal disease. Sex was easy. Sex meant that I didn’t have to think about my parents’ relationship even though deep down I longed for that kind of romance. Noah, I correctly identified, was a boyfriend guy. I’d later learn that he hadn’t been single for longer than a month since he was thirteen. Unlike me, he’d never been alone in his life.

Molly didn’t care about the psychoanalytic reasoning for why I held back. She was my best friend, which meant that she was also my wing-woman in dating and gave me no choice in the matter by shoving me in the back hard enough that I fell down right in front of Noah.

“Ow,” I cried out involuntarily.

It irked me in books when female protagonists described themselves as hopelessly clumsy and yet, men were drawn to them like bees to honey. Men, I thought, wanted graceful women with legs that extended to the sky. That was until Molly pushed me in front of Noah and made him love me.

“Are you okay?” he asked, rushing to my side. “I’m a doctor. Does anything hurt?”

His opening line was technically a lie as he was a first-year resident rather than a fully fledged doctor. The difference didn’t matter to me in that moment as my ankle really, sincerely, hurt.

Noah insisted on taking me to urgent care as Molly was too drunk to drive. We bonded in the waiting room of the clinic where Noah told me why he wanted to become a doctor – “I wanted to help people plus the paycheck doesn’t hurt” – and I told him about my favorite romantic comedies – “When Harry Met Sally. Also, it’s become cool to hate on Love Actually, but I think that it hits a lot of good notes.” I almost resented when the nurse called me back because I wanted to spend more time talking.

As it turned out, I’d fractured my ankle in the fall, a break that would require surgery and several weeks-long recovery. Surgery was difficult for people without a spouse or family members to act as caregivers, but Noah took up the role without needing to be asked.

“You know, you don’t have to do this,” I told him.

“I know,” he replied. “I’m doing it because I want to.”

He learned my favorite Starbucks order and watched episodes of reality television next to me in bed. When I started physical therapy, he helped me practice the motions. We practiced other things too, hours spent between the sheets that had nothing to do with healing. By the time I was walking without a cast, Noah and I were in a committed relationship.

It wasn’t lost on me that our meeting was like something out of one of my beloved romantic comedies – the clumsy woman falling into the arms of the handsome doctor. It seemed a side note that Molly was the one that had pushed me.

Sometimes I thought that Molly regretted setting the two of us up because it took part of me away from her. There were nights that she wanted to hang out when Noah was off from work and I prioritized my time with him. When we were together, I was distracted by his texts to my phone. She seemed to relish it when I complained about him, happily bringing me pints of ice cream while I vented. That was, she liked it until she took him away from me.

I was sitting at the bar, sipping my Long Island iced tea, when a man approached me. He was handsome, the kind of guy that I’d gone for before I met Noah. He wore a black sweater that flattered his muscled chest. He had a scar that cut through one of his eyebrows that on a lesser man might’ve been a flaw, but only served to make him more appealing. I smoothed out the wrinkles on my sparkling dress. There was no situation so bad that it made me entirely vacate my vanity.

“Hi,” he said.

I knew that logically, I should be wary of people who approach lonely women in bars. However, it was my birthday, my best friend and fiancé had just announced that they were having an affair, both of which allowed for some socially acceptable recklessness.

“Hi,” I replied.

“My friends and I saw you sitting over here all alone and thought you might like some company.”

He gestured towards a group of people at the dartboards. The men were all almost as attractive as the one standing next to me and the women were dressed in a series of revealing outfits of the type that I was used to seeing primarily on reality dating shows. It felt good that despite his company, the man was still drawn to me.

“As a matter of fact,” I told him, “it’s my birthday.”

“Is it? Happy birthday. What’s a girl like you doing alone on her birthday?”

I wasn’t ordinarily a candid person. While I had a penchant for imagining myself as a reality show cast member who displayed her truths for all to see, my life contained no such room for confession. I told Molly things, occasionally Noah, and everyone else received the filtered version of events that I presented on social media. However, there was something about the man in front of me that was like a camera in my face. He made me want to spill all my secrets with no regard for the future – or maybe that was the alcohol coursing through my veins.

“My fiancé invited me out to dinner and then told me that he’s leaving me for my best friend,” I said. The words tasted rancid. They made me want a shot.

“You’re joking,” he replied. He looked me up and down, trying to figure what it was about me that might inspire such an act. What he didn’t realize was that such things weren’t visible on the skin.

“Dead serious.”

“Wow. Oh wow. That’s a terrible thing to happen on your birthday.”

“It’s okay,” I assured him. “He’s going to come crawling back to me.”

The words surprised both of us, but as I said them, I recognized the truth embedded within. I couldn’t erase the Noah that I thought I knew from my brain. The one who sent me flowers, who brought me breakfast in bed when I was hungover, who nursed me back to health when my bones broke. People didn’t change so dramatically overnight and neither did my emotions.

There was a character on one of my favorite reality shows whose boyfriend had cheated on her and she’d taken him back. They were engaged a year later followed by marriage and a baby on the way. I hadn’t understood it at the time. Molly and I had yelled at the screen.

“I would never stay with someone that cheated on me,” Molly said.

I got it now. I’d first realized that Noah and I were going to get married sitting in the waiting room on the night we met. No one had ever cared for me like that before. As a child, my parents had once neglected to take me to the doctor for a UTI and the infection had nearly spread to my organs by the time I was seen. Noah recognized my needs. He provided food when I was hungry and medicine when I was sick. On top of that, we’d paid the down payment on a wedding venue, my dress was being tailored, we had appointments to meet with caterers and bakers, and we’d even found our dream house. Forgiveness would not come easy or quick. However, I would let him tend to the emotional wounds he’d left on my heart the same way that he’d tended to my ankle.

Things with Molly wouldn’t last. They weren’t meant to be, not like Noah and me. He would grow tired of her and then come crawling back to me, begging for forgiveness. It wasn’t ideal, but then, love never was, was it? It was the difficult times that made the story.

“You would take someone back after they did that to you?” the handsome man asked.

“I’ve lived through worse,” I told him.

His eyes moved across my face, staring at me the way that I’d stared at spoons as a child trying to move them with brainpower alone. I wondered what my cheekbones were telling him, what truths he could glean from my eyelashes.

“Let me help you forget about it for a night,” he said.

He held out his hand, an invitation. I stood up from the stool and took it. It was as though he were asking me to the dance floor, his feet leading the moves.

“Okay,” I said. “A night.”

That was all it was supposed to be – a single night with a handsome man; a naïve assumption. All my television viewing should’ve helped me realize that a chance encounter with a charming stranger is always the beginning of the story rather than the end.
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The handsome man and I took a shot before he brought me back to meet his friends. The lick of salt, sting of tequila, the lime squeezed between my teeth. Everything was so much more physical when I couldn’t tolerate being inside my own head.

His friends were the kind of beautiful people that were friendly because they’d had no reason to ever be mean. They accepted me like I’d always been one of them. I met the women whose names I quickly forgot and the other men who gently vied for my attention with the knowledge that I already knew who I wanted. At some point, the handsome man gave me his name too, but it seemed unimportant. I had no intention of going home with him even as something so simple as a brush of his hands across my waist made me feel electrified. I didn’t want to write about him in my diary. I wanted to make Noah feel like shit for cheating on me. Besides, it’d been so long since a man other than Noah had touched me that probably any good-looking man would’ve elicited such a reaction.

I liked the feeling of being one of the gang, even if it was only for a night. I won a game of darts, or they let me win. Someone bought a round of shots and included me within their ranks without needing to be asked. When he wasn’t directly next to me, I caught the handsome man staring in my direction as though he was captivated by my beauty. I stared back. I wasn’t scared of a little eye contact.

The first bar was a pre-game. They hadn’t even had dinner yet, which was good because I’d marched out of my birthday dinner before my entrée arrived. I lamented missing out on the seafood linguine that I’d spent the day anticipating.

No matter. I followed the handsome man and his friends down the street to a steak house.

“It’s on me,” he said as I perused the menu. The two of us were like prom dates except I hadn’t attended the prom.

I ordered a bloody steak the size of my head and a baked potato. I didn’t even like steak, but I liked the feeling of sawing the knife into the meat, the pink of the juices melding with the butter from the potato. There were cocktails too, of course. An endless stream that appeared without my asking.

“It’s my birthday,” I said as I shoved meat into my mouth.

“It’s my birthday,” I told the server who brought out their co-workers to sing happy birthday over molten chocolate cake.

“It’s my birthday,” I said to the bouncer at our next stop when I handed him my I.D.

“It’s my birthday,” I repeated to the handsome man before he gave me a kiss.

Somehow, I found myself standing on a table and dancing. There were a lot of factors that worked against me as a dancer. I was gangly with long limbs and a flat ass. I’d never had a good sense of rhythm and I’d been unable to convince my mother to sign me up for ballet classes as she kept forgetting to send in the registration. However, dancing was a lot like being hot, in that confidence was the majority of the battle.

“It’s her birthday!” the handsome man shouted.

“Woo!” everyone cheered.

When thoughts of Noah and Molly entered my brain, I shoved them inside that little box that I kept in my chest for the darkest parts of life, the same place where my mother resided within me. No one watching would’ve suspected what had happened earlier in the night. All they would see was a woman having the time of her life.

The handsome man easily lifted me off the table like he carried around bodies as a job, and set me on my feet. I ground my butt into his crotch as his hands ran their way over my hips. I almost felt bad that I wasn’t going to fuck him. I almost reconsidered.

Somehow, I found myself in the back of an Uber. There weren’t enough seats, so I sprawled across several men, none of whom seemed to mind. My head was in the handsome man’s lap. He gazed down at me like I was a gift.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“His house,” the handsome man said. He gestured to the man whose legs held my feet. I was positive that I’d never seen him before. He must’ve joined the group later in the evening.

“Cool,” I said.

It didn’t occur to me that I might be in danger. I’d always been good at reading people, and I didn’t get the sense that any of them might want to cause me harm.

Somehow, I found myself snorting cocaine in a bathroom with one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen. She was so gorgeous that she transcended any jealousy I might’ve had. I wanted to touch her face.

“Where did you come from?” I asked.

“Oh, Lexie,” she replied, laughing. “You’re so funny.”

“Is it still my birthday?”

“It’s your birthday for as long as you want it to be,” she said.

She paused in the bathroom doorway. Maybe, I thought, she could become my new best friend. I already missed Molly. I wanted to tell her about my night.

“Are you going to hook up with him?” she asked.

It was implied that she was talking about the handsome man.

“No,” I said. “I have to get married.”

A look of confusion crossed her face. I offered no clarification.

“He likes you. I can tell,” she told me and disappeared into the night.

Somehow, I found myself in a hot tub. I was wearing a bikini that didn’t belong to me. I was sitting in the handsome man’s lap. I was pleased to be there. Glamorous reality TV stars were frequently getting in the hot tub after a night out.

“What do you do for work?” the handsome man asked me.

“I’m a matchmaker,” I replied.

“Like on those Netflix shows?” he asked.

It was a common reaction when I told people what I did. Matchmaking was becoming a lost art with everyone dependent on dating apps, or worse, alone forever. We could only conceive of love as something mediated through a screen. What I did was real and important. There were so many lonely people in the world.

That was the other reason why I was so confident that Noah and I would eventually end up together. Not only was I confident in the strength of our bond, I had professional qualifications that meant I knew when two people were right for each other and when they weren’t.

“It’s kind of like those shows,” I told him, though I thought they failed to capture the nuances of the field. Matches were about more than pairing people who looked good for each other on paper. Most people, in actuality, were unable to voice the traits that they desired in a partner. Matching was a carefully cultivated thing, more like growing a garden than making a sandwich.

“You wouldn’t necessarily see my clients on TV,” I continued.

“Why?” he asked. “Are they ugly?”

I smiled.

“No, they’re not ugly. They’re … well, they’re special.”

“What does that mean? Special?”

“I’m a matchmaker for psychopaths.”

“Psychopaths?” The handsome man raised his eyebrows. Everyone in the hot tub leaned in closer. I liked the way that they were looking at me, the same way that Molly and I perched on the edge of the couch, careful not to rustle our bags of food when a particularly contentious scene was happening on one of our favorite shows. The cast members were so used to being on camera that they didn’t acknowledge its presence, but surely they knew when it was their time in the spotlight, just as I knew that I was the center of attention in that hot tub when I invoked that word – psychopath.

Technically, I wasn’t supposed to use that term. First and foremost, it wasn’t listed in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders used by mental health professionals. “Psychopath” was what people called their exes, their shitty bosses, or estranged parents. Secondly, my boss Serena insisted that we weren’t in the field of diagnosing people. Just because we knew intimate details about our clients’ lives, including making them take an intensive intake questionnaire that was capable of sensing a variety of mental health issues, it didn’t mean that we were allowed to label them in that way. Finally, it would be catastrophic if clients knew they were being sorted like that. Yes, your matchmaker is Lexie who works with all the psychopaths that come to us looking for love.

When I interviewed for the position, I didn’t know who my clients would be. I’d applied to Better Love after burning out in a series of corporate jobs that paid well but were intellectually and emotionally unsatisfying. I was bored in the office, spending most of my time online shopping rather than doing work. Worse, most of my co-workers were corporate bros who loved wearing name-brand fleeces with the company’s logo monogrammed on the front. They talked incessantly about the women they’d fucked while simultaneously being hugely uncomfortable around women, members of the LGBTQ community, and especially uncomfortable around people who weren’t white. On occasion, they unsuccessfully tried to proposition me for sex.

When I saw the job ad that called for someone “devoted to helping others find love” with “experience in psychology,” I knew that I was meant for the position, the same way that I knew that Noah and I were meant to be together. Watching romantic comedies with my mother were some of the only cherished moments of my childhood and I figured that becoming a matchmaker would be the equivalent of immersing myself in one of the films.

“We have clients with all sorts of backgrounds,” Serena explained in the interview.

I was taken by her immediately. She was one of those older women that didn’t let age stop her from looking hot and glamorous. Even in the wintertime, she favored shoes with heels so sharp that they could pierce the skin.

“Some of them have been married before, some have physical disabilities, others have children,” she elaborated. “What they all have in common is that they’re tired of dating the way that it exists today. We do two things at Better Love. We assist people in presenting the best version of themselves, the one most capable of receiving love, and we help match them with their person. The role that you would be filling, well, that’s for our clients who have certain personality traits.”

“Psychopaths,” Oliver confirmed later. “You’re working with psychopaths.”

Oliver was the LGBTQ+ specialist and the keeper of Better Love lore. The story that Serena told of the founding was this: her son was having difficulty finding a girlfriend using dating apps. He would message with someone for a couple of weeks, only for them to disappear when he suggested meeting up in person; or they’d go on a date, expect him to pay for the meal, and then never talk to him again. Serena didn’t get it. Her son was educated, good-looking, and well dressed. She decided that it was the apps that were the problem. The algorithm couldn’t predict what he wanted or needed out of a partner, not the way that she could.

On paper, Serena was a stay-at-home mom. In practice, she was the brains behind her husband’s successful businesses. Starting a matchmaking company was a no-brainer. She would find her son the love of his life and, in the process, make some money while doing it. She hadn’t anticipated how large the need would be. There were so many people who were fed up with dating in the modern world. They were tired of people who didn’t look like their picture or who were attractive without any personality behind it. They were exhausted from all the dates they’d gone on, all the times that they’d been ghosted, and guilty from the times that they’d ghosted others themselves. Surely, there was an easier way.

The part of the story that Serena left out, the portion that was later filled in by Oliver, was the origin of the intake questionnaire and with it, my specialty. Though she disliked the format of dating apps, she saw the value of getting to know clients before they ever walked through the door and thus, she devised the intake questionnaire. Serena wasn’t a psychologist. She was a businesswoman and mom and so the questionnaire, like much of the operation, was built off her intuition. She borrowed language from various personality quizzes and somewhere along the line, she came across the Hare Psychopathy Checklist. Things like “Do you frequently lie?” or “Did you frequently get in trouble as a child?” were scattered amongst queries such as “Do you prefer dogs or cats?”

Serena’s son was one of her test subjects for the intake questionnaire. When she first saw the results and realized how closely his answers aligned with psychopathy, her first impulse was denial. It was difficult to accept that the person she’d birthed, that she cherished above everyone else, might reside in a different kind of emotional reality. The more she thought about it, the more it made sense. Her son, though very bright, struggled to hold down a job for long periods of time. He made friends easily and lost them just as fast. On several occasions, she’d overheard him making the kind of cutting remarks that could destroy a person with seemingly no understanding of why it was hurtful. Suddenly, his difficulties in dating made more sense.

Because he was her son and because she loved him, Serena refused to see the results as a reason why her son shouldn’t have a relationship. Many psychopaths had successful relationships, or so she assumed. From her research, she learned that a lot of high-powered professionals ranked highly on the psychopathy scale. She decided that it was simply a matter of tailoring her services to such people. That was where I came in.

“I’m looking for someone strong, someone who isn’t easily manipulated,” she told me during the interview.

I described my previous work experience, the corporate bros, my psychology minor, how for many years I’d thought I was going to become a therapist. I told her about watching romantic comedies with my mother. The words were a pointless exercise. We both knew that she was going to hire me. Every experience of my life up until that point had been leading to that moment. Serena was all about gut instinct and her gut told her that I was right for the job.

Three years in, my specialty proved to be in high demand. That was the thing about psychopaths, they were everywhere. In every racial and ethnic group, sexual orientation and gender. There was no single identity that could inoculate a person from that brain chemistry if that was who they were meant to be. I even helped her match her son, and he’d since married in a lavish ceremony.

I didn’t explain all that to the handsome man and his friends. I just smiled as they looked at me with rapt attention like I was the guest on a podcast.

“Are there a lot of psychopaths out there looking for love?” asked a man across the hot tub. I couldn’t quite tell beneath the bubbles, but I was pretty sure that he wasn’t wearing a swimsuit.

I leaned forward and everyone else mimicked my movement until our heads gathered in the middle of the tub in a meeting of the minds.

“There are some estimates that as much as twenty-five per cent of the population could be categorized as psychopaths.”

One of the women snorted.

“I think I’ve dated a few of your clients,” she said.

The other women nodded knowingly. That was a common reaction. Men were constantly calling women crazy, hysterical, criticizing them for their outsized emotions, whereas men were described as psychopaths for their seeming lack of feeling, for the games that they played to woo a sexual conquest. Little did they know that women were just as likely to be psychopaths as men, they were just better at masking it. Men were so scared of women with too many feelings that they never stopped to consider what happened when there were none at all.

“That’s so interesting. You’re so interesting,” the handsome man said.

He kissed my neck. He had soft lips and a body that made me want to relent, but he wasn’t Noah. I pushed him away and took another shot of tequila.

Somehow, I found myself in the back of a car. The crowd was gone, reduced to just me and the handsome man. There was a map loaded on the driver’s GPS. I didn’t recognize the destination. I wasn’t afraid, though maybe I should’ve been.

“You know, this isn’t the worst birthday I’ve ever had,” I told him.

“What was the worst birthday you’ve ever had?” he asked.

We weren’t wearing seat belts. I was so deep into liquor and riding in a car with a near stranger that safety precautions seemed ridiculous.

“I was nine. My parents forgot. I spent the whole day waiting for them to give me a cake, presents, anything at all. They didn’t come home that night. They did that a lot – left me by myself. They only realized what had happened when I told them a few days later. They gave me a puppy as an apology and then gave the puppy away when they decided it was too much work to take care of it. They made it up to me the next year though.”

“I can’t believe you’ve had people forget your birthday on more than one occasion,” he said. “You’re such an unforgettable person, Lexie.”

He was so good-looking that it almost made me dislike him because I felt manipulated by his face. There was a kind of pleasure in knowing that no matter what he said or did, he couldn’t have me. I was already reserved for someone else, even if that person had temporarily left me for my best friend.

Somehow, we ended up in a hotel room. I didn’t remember checking in or walking down the hallway. Extreme levels of intoxication was the closest I got to teleporting. We weren’t having sex. All of our clothes were still on and we were sitting on the edge of the bed.

“I had a really messed up childhood,” I told him.

He laughed.

“Who didn’t? No one makes it to adulthood unscathed.”

“No, it was really, really bad,” I insisted.

“What happened?” he asked. His eyes roved my face, traced the shape of my lips.

“I can’t tell you.”

“Why not?”

“Because you’ll look at me differently and I want you to keep looking at me exactly as you are right now.”

“What if I tell you my secret?” he asked.

He had a face that was difficult to resist and as much as I knew there were no trauma Olympics, I couldn’t help but make it into a competition.

“Fine,” I agreed. “I’ll tell you mine if you tell me yours.”

I told him things then that Noah didn’t even know. The thing about heartbreak is that it reveals the way in which all tragedy is connected. I was wounded as a child and those wounds, though long stitched shut, continued to impact the way that I moved through the world. Damaged tissue wasn’t the same thing as healthy skin. The final girl in a horror movie could never be the same thing as a romantic comedy protagonist.

I blacked out after that. It was the alcohol or it was the honesty. I didn’t remember what he’d told me or what I’d said after that. There were things people knew, stuff that had been reported to the public, stories that I’d told Molly, and then there were things that were buried so deep that a shovel was needed to even penetrate the surface. My memory understood the same thing that reality television did, which was that life required some editing in order to be palatable. There was no suspense or mystery when viewers were given all the information at once. If only I understood the consequences of what we said, how our utterances turned into an incantation of death, then I might’ve just fucked him and been done with it.



4.

I was alone when I woke in the morning, my mouth so dry that it ached. I wore only underwear, my sequined dress abandoned in a puddle on the floor. Despite my near-nudity, I was certain that the handsome man and I hadn’t slept together by the way that my body still hungered. People should get awards for that kind of restraint.

I wasn’t embarrassed by my actions. People in romcoms and reality television treated wild nights out as a kind of therapy. The worse things were in their lives, the more that deserved recklessness. They got drunk and kissed people. They got drunk and screamed at the sky. They smashed plates and went on adventures late into the night. It was a rite of passage in times of tragedy. Though, it would’ve been preferrable if I hadn’t spilled my deepest darkest secrets to a man whose name I couldn’t remember.

What surprised me was how ineffective it had been. I’d hoped that the experience would be a kind of cleansing where I would wake with a new kind of clarity and instead, my head was pounding, there were several bruises of unknown origin on my legs – probably due to my attempts at dancing – and worst of all was my heart, which ached so badly that I examined my breasts looking for signs of trauma.

I wanted to text Molly and tell her what had happened. Outside of the handsome man, she was the only person in my life who knew the truth about my childhood, or at least the amount that was safe for me to tell. I wanted to cuddle up next to Noah, have him stroke my hair and tell me to drink some electrolytes to cure my hangover. I couldn’t do either of those things because the two people that I’d loved and trusted most in the world had betrayed me in order to be with one another.

I’d never been heartbroken before, at least not by a man. Prior to Noah, I’d avoided serious relationships. It was safer to keep my distance. But I wanted what I saw in movies. The doting husband. Cute kids that performed in school plays. The mother-in-law who said things like, “You can call me mom.” That was one of the things that I hadn’t previously understood about breakups, that in addition to losing them, you were also losing the entire universe that they existed in. It had only been twelve hours and, already, Noah’s absence hurt so badly that I longed to crawl out of my skin.

Infuriatingly, unlike an external injury, there was no Band-Aid that I could apply, no healing ointment. All those scientific advances and still there was no cast for a broken heart. My own body was out of my control and the only way I could conceive of to fix it, regardless of whatever forgiveness and humiliation it might entail, was getting Noah back.

I found my purse on the floor, my phone inside of it. A small relief. There was a keycard on the dresser with the name of the hotel and I called the front desk.

“Can you tell me the credit card on file for this room?” I asked.

They rattled off an unfamiliar train of digits.

“Thank you and what’s the checkout time? Late checkout? Great. Can you transfer me to room service?”

I ordered a full breakfast and enough coffee for two. I took a shower while I waited for the food to arrive, dressing myself in one of the robes hanging in the bathroom.

I ate in bed, not caring if I got crumbs on the sheets, and looked through my phone to see if there was any evidence of what had happened the previous night. There were a couple of happy birthday texts, including one from Noah’s mother. I took that as a sign that he hadn’t told her what he was planning on doing.

Thank you! I replied. I wasn’t going to be the one to tell her. Noah was going to have to do that himself.

Noah’s mother and I were close. That’s what I told people. We’re close, I said smugly. A man was the goal, yes, but his family was equally as important. There was a whole genre of movies about it. The son bringing the daughter home for the holidays. The awkward interactions followed by an eventual welcoming. When he first brought me home after six months of dating, I prepared myself for a familial hazing that the screen had primed me for.

It never came. Noah’s mother screamed when she saw me.

“You’re so cute!” she said.

“I can’t wait for grandchildren!” came out of her mouth only ten minutes later.

I soon figured out that I’d confused my genres. She wasn’t a mother from Meet the Parents or The Family Stone. She was from a made-for-TV Hallmark movie. All she’d ever aspired to was having babies and learning how to make the perfect casserole and now that she’d completed all that, she was ready to pamper some grandchildren. I was fascinated by her outfits that looked like a J.Crew catalog spread, the way that she never seemed to swear or raise her voice even though she had four children. How she always left at least half her meal behind on her plate, claiming that she was “so full,” despite spending hours in the kitchen. She was the opposite of my own mother who never cooked, wore salacious outfits that showed off her breasts, and didn’t hesitate to take the last bite of food off a shared appetizer plate.

It wasn’t that I wanted Noah’s mother to replace my own. No, actually, that was exactly what I wanted. I wanted her to adopt me as a daughter. I did everything I could to be the woman raised in an environment like that. I learned how to cook. I bought a series of conservative sweaters that Noah found oddly sexual. The thing that really made us click was the one thing that her and my mother had in common – she too liked romantic comedies. She disliked the violence on the news, she said. She enjoyed feel-good stories where two people met each other and fell in love.

We watched those movies, the ones I’d originally viewed with my mother, and it was almost the same. The bowl of popcorn was smaller, her laughter quieter. Sometimes she cried, which was something that my mother never did. I struggled to pay attention to the films. I spent the whole time thinking, Is this it? Have I escaped from all the trauma that my mother wrought?

It pained me to think of Noah telling her that he’d left me for Molly. A small, irrational part of me hoped that she would choose me over her son. After all, he was the one who’d done the horrendous thing. I was innocent in all of it. I’d been faithful. I’d been the person that everyone wanted me to be, someone who was deserving of love. Maybe she would convince him to get back together with me. That was the kind of thing that a mom in a movie might do.

I looked at Molly’s social media. She’d posted a picture in her sparkling dress, the one that was identical to mine. Celebrating!!! said the caption. Because I was looking for it, I found ugliness in the shot. Strands of hair slightly out of place. Wrinkles beginning to form around her eyes, her smile. I wondered what she and Noah were doing and then I made myself stop. It was best not to think about it.

Before leaving the hotel, I selected one of the selfies I’d taken the previous night. They’d taken on new significance in the hours that had passed. The person in the pictures was young and innocent – the face of someone who had never heard her best friend say that she’d stolen her fiancé. I selected one, quickly edited it, and posted it on social media.

Thanks for all the birthday wishes! I captioned it. I had the best time!!!

There was no reason that anyone needed to know about Noah and Molly. One kind of pain was caused by what they had done to me. A second was other people knowing about it and I wanted to avoid that for as long as possible. My embarrassment over the situation was almost as sharp as the heartbreak. At least that had a relatively easy remedy – I simply needed to get Noah back before too many people knew.

I thought briefly of the handsome man, wondering where he’d disappeared to. It didn’t matter. He’d served his purpose. It had been nice having a good-looking guy interested in me for the night, but now I needed to resume the path to my destiny.

Back at the townhouse, I set about cleaning. I put fresh sheets on the bed, helpfully popped Noah’s dirty clothes in the washing machine for when he came back and mopped the kitchen floor. The remnants of the hangover still lingered in my body, but as long as I kept moving, I was able to keep the worst waves of heartbreak at bay.

Cleaning wasn’t intuitive to me. My parents had never done it. Mess piled up around us until we moved and left everything behind. I still remembered the dolly that was forgotten when I was four.

“I’ll buy you a new one,” my mother said flippantly and bought me an expensive replacement that I hated.

As a result, I was weirdly protective of my belongings, unable to break the paranoia that someone might take them from me. Other people cleaned before their parents came over for visits, but I cleaned so that they never did. I knew how neglect could wear at things until they broke, and thus, I taught myself to care for my home by reading books and watching videos of women that looked like Noah’s mother. I still hated it. The hate was part of the point. It was the reason why I did the bulk of the tasks on Sunday, the day that I talked to my mother each week. I needed one type of unpleasantness to distract me from the other.

I avoided looking at Noah’s things, which was easier than it might’ve been with other men as he left little decorative impression on the space around him. Before he moved in with me, he was living with two roommates that were fellow medical residents. Their house was utilitarian. They ate, they slept, they returned to work. Doctors, I’d noticed, were prone to the kind of pragmatism that could lead to an empty life. Noah moved in with me after only a few weeks of dating. All he brought with him were clothes and gym equipment that he stored in the garage. It made sense when I visited his childhood home, where his father was a nearly invisible presence. I didn’t mind because it meant that the townhouse both financially and visually continued to belong to me.

It was my father’s death that allowed me to buy the townhouse. The money was a surprise for a variety of reasons. I’d never thought that we were poor when I was growing up because my parents were prone to extravagance. As a small child, I’d eaten in more five-star restaurants than most people had in their entire lives. In between such meals, however, I often went hungry. My parents were good at bringing in sums of money and even better at spending it immediately. Neither of them could hold down a steady job for longer than a year, resorting to conning their way into the kind of luxury environments that they preferred. They had no retirement savings to speak of – something that would prove to be unnecessary anyway – and whatever was left in their accounts had gone to lawyers during the trial.

The only other inheritance I’d received from my father was a stack of handwritten papers with a note labeling it as his manifesto that stated in the event of his passing, it was my duty to get it published. I’d burned all the pages without ever reading them when I was twenty-one. There were some things that were better left unseen.

It wasn’t until years after his death that I learned about the money. It had been held up in court due to its dubious legal origins. I had no doubt that it had been acquired through nefarious means, but eventually it was cleared and made its way to me. I wasn’t too proud to take it and use the funds on a townhouse, though it did cast my hunger in a new light. That there were days when I’d gone without eating, that I frequently wore clothes that were ill-fitting and my classmates judged as weird, was a choice.

The sum wasn’t so much that I could afford something huge or centrally located and unfortunately, my parents’ methodology of charming their way into housing didn’t work on mortgage brokers, but the townhouse was nice in a way that appealed to me with its gray walls and neutral floors. The normalness of it made me feel normal too.

“A townhouse,” my mother scoffed when I told her. “Those places have no personality. You should’ve invested in something classy.”

I didn’t bring up the roach-infested motel that we briefly lived in when I was seven. There was no point in rehashing the past with someone who refused to acknowledge the wrongs that she’d done.

I was cleaning the bathroom when the call came in. They all started the same way with a robotic voice notifying me that I was receiving a call from the Northport Correctional Facility.

“My darling?” my mother’s voice came through the line.

She rarely referred to me by my name and she absolutely refused to call me by my preferred nickname of Lexie because she said it sounded “trashy.” Instead, she used pet names – “honey” or “sweet” or “darling.” A stranger might have interpreted it as a sign of affection, but I knew better. It was simply another method of erasure.

“Hi.” I struggled with what to call her. When she was arrested, I was still young enough that I called her “Mommy.” In the rare moments that I mentioned her to other people, I called her “Mother.” Usually, I avoided referring to her at all.

“You sound stressed,” she said.

I brought the phone into the living room and sat on the couch. The nice thing about Noah’s absence was that I didn’t have to hide while I talked to my mother on the Sundays when he wasn’t at work or the gym. I frequently found myself sitting in my car inside the garage so that he wouldn’t be able to hear her voice through the speaker. I wasn’t sure if I was worried that she would scare or woo him, but either way it was a situation to be avoided.

“I’m fine,” I told her. “Just an ordinary Sunday.”

“And how is your fiancé?”

“He’s good. Great. At work.”

There were no circumstances in which I would admit to my mother what Noah and Molly had done to me. Though they’d never spoken, my mother was obsessed with Noah. She called him “fiancé” because she didn’t know his name. I avoided telling her too many details about my life because I worried what she might do with them. She didn’t know the state where I lived or what I did for work. Sometimes I was tempted to tell her that I was a matchmaker because I thought she would be charmed. I still think about watching movies with you. I’ve made helping people find love my entire life as though I can replicate the experience. I resisted only because I knew my mother’s penchant for destroying people, a hobby that went past explicit murder.

I hadn’t even intended to tell her that I was engaged. I’d made it through an entire year of dating before the word “boyfriend” had slipped out during a conversation and she’d latched on, wanting to know everything about him or at a minimum, everything that I was willing to give.

“A doctor!” she’d exclaimed.

“Tall!”

“Attractive!”

She’d treated him like an accomplishment, something greater than my degree or career. She filled in the gaps of what I refused to tell her with plotlines from romantic comedies, sometimes confusing my life for the lives of the protagonists of Love Actually or 27 Dresses. I never corrected her.

When she found out I was engaged, her tone was almost chastising.

“Finally,” she’d said. “I can’t believe it took you so long,” and then proceeded to ask me a million questions about the wedding that I couldn’t answer.

I knew how she would react if I told her that Noah had left me for my best friend. She’d think I was pathetic. How could you let that happen? she would say. She tended to blame me for all misfortune. So instead of telling her the truth, I lied.

“I picked out a wedding cake,” I said.

There had been no cake. No sweetness.

“Wonderful. What kind?”

“Red velvet. I like the color.”

“Chocolate is better. You should do chocolate.”

From there, she launched into a monologue in which she described all the best cakes she’d ever eaten.

The blood came out of nowhere.

“A woman was stabbed today,” she said without warning.

I was silent. I’d learned that a response only encouraged her. She wanted to shock me. It was the same thing she’d done at school pick-up to the other mothers when I was a kid. Your husband looks like he has a big dick or Oh you live in that part of town? I knew someone whose sister was murdered there. She was happiest when everyone around her was off-kilter because it meant she held control of the situation.

“Someone got ahold of a pencil. Very resourceful. Anything can be a knife if you try hard enough, you know. It was very messy. That’s the problem with inferior tools – they do the job, but it’s harder to clean up after. They took her away to the infirmary. We’re still waiting to see if she lived.”

I didn’t quite trust the someone at the beginning of the sentence. It was a way of deflecting. Someone could be another inmate. Someone could be my mother. I’d learned to read between the lines. I could’ve authored a biography with all the stories that she’d told me during our phone calls over the years. At times when I was particularly financially pressed, I was tempted by the possibility. However, I knew that my mother, in all forms, shouldn’t be released into the world.

I was relieved when she said, “I must go, my sweet.”

“Bye.”

Neither of us spoke of love. We didn’t have a relationship like that.

Mothers showed up on reality television a lot. Viewers enjoyed seeing the people that created the cast members they were obsessed with. Sometimes, the mothers were such a hit that their popularity surpassed that of their children. Any strife that might’ve existed between parent and child was concealed for the cameras. “She’s my whole world,” the stars liked to say. More than their fame, their money, their looks, those episodes made me envious. I wanted a mother like that. Someone that I could describe as a best friend, a relationship that was palatable enough for television outside of a true crime documentary.

When I said that my mother was my world, what I meant was that I couldn’t escape her. She tinged everything I did, regardless of the distance between us.

Though we were separated by a multitude of states, part of me was convinced that my mother could see my every movement. I worried that she somehow knew what had happened with Noah and Molly, knew that I had spent my night blacked out with strangers.

You’re such a disappointment, I could hear her saying long after we ended the call. It was stupid how much I still wanted to please her. At what age, I wanted to know, did a child stop longing for their parents’ love?



5.

There was something unsettling about the ordinariness of taking a seat in the conference room for the Monday morning intake meeting. No one knew what had happened with Noah and Molly. All they saw was what I wanted them to see on social media – a smiling woman dressed for the night out with the love of her life.

I took two donuts with heart-shaped sprinkles from the box in the middle of the table. It was the end of January, but in the field of matchmaking, every month was a kind of Valentine’s Day.

“How was your birthday?” Oliver asked, sliding into the seat next to me.

“It was great,” I told him as I took a bite of the first donut. “Noah took me to a fancy restaurant. I went out afterwards, drank too much, you know.”

Had I been in any other profession, I might’ve told my co-workers what had happened. As it was, it felt like a dentist opening their mouth to reveal teeth full of cavities. My successful relationship gave me a certain legitimacy in the workplace that I had no desire to destroy. Besides, I figured that we would get back together in no time at all. I didn’t want Noah to feel embarrassed at our wedding when all of my co-workers made faces at him like I know what you did, which Oliver, fan of gossip that he was, most certainly would.

Nicole came in next. She wore a giant red bow in her hair. I’d once heard Oliver describe her aesthetic as “love vomit.”

“Did Noah get you something nice?” she asked. She was obsessed with my relationship. I assumed it was because she was bored with her loaf of a husband.

“He got me exactly what I wanted,” I replied.

Nicole and I started working at Better Love at the same time. In my final interview, Serena had described the work environment as being like a “family,” which appealed to me as I had none, or at least none who were legally allowed to reside outside of a correctional facility. Nicole, apparently, hadn’t gotten the message because she hated me immediately. She questioned the matches I made, the dates that I planned, and the clothes that I wore for meetings.

“Should we even be helping these people at all?” she’d asked once, wrinkling her nose at the results of the intake questionnaire for one of my new clients. It should be noted that Nicole’s disdain wasn’t reserved for the people on my list. She disliked anyone that fell outside of her notion of “normal,” which included those who were socially awkward, not conventionally good-looking, or anything outside of the heteronormative bubble she’d encased herself in.

Nicole had been a cheerleader and married her high school sweetheart, Ethan, the week after she’d graduated from college. She was exactly the kind of girl who had made my life miserable during my teenager years. The difference was that the girls I’d gone to school with knew about my parents and therefore felt justified in their taunts, whereas Nicole just hated me because she could.

I did my best to get my revenge through excellence, matching clients to spite Nicole in addition to my desire to help facilitate love. Sometimes though, I found myself unable to resist gossiping about her or taking the last remnants of coffee in the machine right before she went to pour herself some. I wasn’t an angel, but I tried hard to be good enough regardless of how the people around me were behaving.

The sweetness of the donut was startling. The shock of what Noah had done had knocked my senses off-kilter, a kind of emotional concussion. Everything took on an artificial quality like I was moving through a film set.

The other matchmakers filled the remaining chairs and Serena came in last, taking her place at the head of the table. She wore a pink power suit that she was somehow able to pull off. Her long nails clicked along the side of her coffee mug and the scent of her trademark perfume wafted through the air. She had my favorite quality that a person could have, which was that when she entered a room everyone turned to look.

The process at Better Love worked like this:

Clients found us from our advertisements that lined the sides of busses, billboards, or flashed across social media as they scrolled. That was one of the things that Serena had been really smart about when she started the business. Algorithms weren’t great at making people fall in love, but they could be a tool in bringing clients to us. Increasingly, we heard from people who said that their friends, cousin, whatever, had found their partner after years of hopeless dating. Get me what they have, they said.

Once they enrolled, they took the intake questionnaire which helped pair them with the appropriate matchmaker and helped said matchmaker figure out the type of person they might be most suited for. During the intake meeting we received profiles of new clients which included their picture, results of the intake questionnaire, and basic biographical information.

After that, we set up an in-person meeting with the client. Serena always emphasized the importance of that step. Getting the facts about someone was different from really knowing them. She wanted us to inhabit the same air, really get a vibe. That was something that apps couldn’t do. They had no sense of vibes. All they could do was rely on the information that the user provided, and people were notoriously bad at assessing themselves.

From there, we began the matching process. Each client was given one option at a time that they could either accept or reject. If they rejected, they were given new options as available until they found someone that they liked. Typically, we encouraged them to give everyone a chance. Remember, you’re here because your own judgement wasn’t serving you. If they accepted, we set them up on a first date. Clients didn’t have to worry about where to go, what to do, or setting boundaries because we did all of that for them. Their only responsibility was getting to know the other person. After each date, they had a check-in with their matchmaker that sometimes occurred over the phone or sometimes in person. We weren’t therapists, but it wasn’t entirely dissimilar. I spent a lot of time unpacking clients’ fears around dedicating themselves to another person. I think I might love him, but is it possible to love someone after only two weeks?

When things didn’t work out after a date, we gave clients new matches until it did. We didn’t have a 100 percent success rate, of course. There were people who were unwilling to fully engage or found their matches lacking, regardless of who we presented them with. However, our percentage of long-term coupling was significantly higher than any dating app could claim. After a couple of months, they graduated from the program with a request that they inform us if they got engaged or married. We didn’t need to know about breakups unless they wanted us to match them again. It was a kindness to us both. No one wanted to make a phone call and say, I couldn’t make it work. I got a professional matchmaker and it still wasn’t enough and we didn’t need to hear about every circumstance in which we might’ve failed.

“Alexandra, you have someone new,” Serena said, sliding a headshot and profile over to me. She disliked nicknames and insisted upon calling me by my given name, which I found slightly unsettling since previously the sole people to do that had been my parents. When I changed my name at eighteen, I’d only altered my last name. Alexandra, I figured, was common enough that no one would make the connection to who I used to be.

“Great,” I said. I was excited to have something to distract me from the situation with Noah and Molly.

The woman in the picture in front of me looked perfectly ordinary. Rebecca Newsom, said the text above the image. She wore a crop top that revealed a slice of her stomach over yoga pants. Like me, she had brown hair and eyes, traits that might’ve been banal on another woman if she didn’t have a prettier than average face. Her profile said that she worked for a luxury car dealership. She listed her hobbies as “driving fast cars,” “exercising,” and most notably “watching trashy reality television.”

She hadn’t yet found a husband because none of the men she’d met lived up to her expectations, which she described as being “high though not unreasonable.” She was looking for someone employed in a reputable profession and articulated that though she didn’t want to sound shallow, she had expensive tastes.

She confessed that she’d cheated on a partner in the past because she was bored with their relationship. They no longer had sex or did any of the activities that she enjoyed. She suspected that he was cheating on her as well, though she’d never gotten any proof. She regretted her infidelity if only for how it made her look in the eyes of others and assured us that she would never commit adultery if she was with someone that she was truly committed to.

There was nothing in her profile that explicitly screamed “psychopath,” though I saw some telltale signs. Driving fast cars, her inability to commit to a long-term relationship, cheating on partners. Her hotness. Sometimes I wondered if good-looking people were more likely to be psychopaths or if it was their appearance that made them turn.

It was sweet, I thought, how much potential she still thought she had to love someone.

After I read through her profile out loud, we discussed some potential matches.

“Maybe Paul? Or Tyler?” Serena suggested.

“Tyler was my first instinct,” I agreed. “He drives that luxury car, which is right up her alley. I could see Paul working out too. I’ve been trying to find a match for him for a while and she’s a good fit for what he’s looking for physically.”

“Keep both in mind when you complete the next phase of intake. I trust your judgement here,” Serena said.

She moved on to the next client, Hector, a gay man who was tired of the aesthetic pressures of the dating world and wanted someone who was happy staying home and playing video games.

“He should be easy to match,” Oliver said.

It was a common thing we heard from clients in their thirties. Sometimes wanting love wasn’t about a desire for romance. Sometimes wanting love was about being tired.

Another client was assigned to Nicole. She was conventionally attractive, thin and blonde. She worked as a surgical nurse and taught aerobics classes on the side.

People often assumed that our clients were ugly or strange and that was why they struggled to find love, when often it was the opposite. Strange people found each other. They went to nerd conventions, lowered their physical expectations, and were kind to one another because of the bullying they experienced in their young lives. Alternatively, attractive people wanted someone equally as good-looking as they were who worshipped them, not understanding that there was already too much ego in the equation. If they wanted to be treated like a god, they needed to date someone willing to get on their knees and pray.

The client’s problem was that she was getting older – already thirty-five – and her biological clock was ticking. She’d taken the step of freezing her eggs, but was unwilling to undertake a parenting role on her own. The timeline meant that she wanted to get married sooner rather than later and have children shortly after that. I understood why she was pressed. Life plans were another part of matchmaking. It was a common conundrum in romantic comedies. Two people who were perfect for one another were made less so when their clocks weren’t in sync. That was one of the reasons why Noah and I fit. Our tracks aligned. That was until Molly ruined it all.

“I have a few ideas,” Nicole said. “Maybe Brad? He comes from a big family and he’s older, so he might not mind her age. That’s definitely going to be the biggest challenge here.”

Though Nicole was twenty-nine, she often talked about people over the age of thirty like they were diseased. I enjoyed wondering how she would cope with her own aging body.

“At the end of the day, she’s going to have to compromise. If she wants kids that quickly, she’ll have to figure out what traits are most important to her in a partner,” Serena said.

She passed out a couple more clients to newer matchmakers that I didn’t know particularly well. Matchmaking was a job that everyone thought they could do, but not everyone had what it took to be successful in the profession. Strangely, the romantic comedies were the best kind of education because they taught me that the pathway to love was rarely straightforward. I had, as Serena said, the guts to survive in the business.

I started to pack up my things, eager to get to work on Rebecca’s case. She was the type of client I liked most, beautiful and resistant to commitment. I enjoyed watching the change in a person when they found someone that was right for them. The perfect match meant that a night spent at home on the couch was better than a night getting drunk at a bar. It tamed a person. A feral cat domesticated.

I waited for Serena’s usual monologue about the importance of love in the world and was thrown when she instead said, “I have a couple of announcements.” The way she said it, that gleam on her face. Something was happening.

I’d heard women describe themselves as “empaths.” I disliked the term. How could anyone truly know if they were more empathetic than other people? Everyone, inside themselves, believed that they experienced life more acutely than everyone else. Still, I considered myself to be good at sensing others’ emotional states. Serena was excited. The jewels in her necklace were especially sparkly, her teeth particularly white.

“I’ve been in talks with an investor. He loves what Better Love is doing, which is to say that he loves what all of you are doing and he thinks there’s a possibility of an expansion.”

Across the table, Nicole took in a loud breath.

“We would start small. A couple of midwestern cities to begin with, Chicago or St. Louis. If that goes well, then there’s a possibility that it would become a national brand.”

Oliver looked smug. He’d told me once that this was a possibility.

“Serena likes to talk a big game about doing good for people. She’s genuine in that, but in her core, she’s a businesswoman. Her husband, her son, they would be nothing without her. I’m not sure they recognize it. She does though. She knows her power,” he’d said.

Nicole was struggling to stay in her seat. She gripped the edge of the table like it was the only thing holding her down. An older matchmaker was frowning. I took another bite of donut. The sprinkles crunched satisfyingly between my teeth.

“You see,” Serena continued. “People are increasingly starting to recognize loneliness as a crisis. Some have even called it an epidemic. Everyone is on their phones, watching television, ordering takeout, secluded within their homes.”

I thought of all of my followers on social media. They knew what I ate, what I wore, the exercises that I did in the gym. They knew all my thoughts on Love Island, whose side I took in each season’s drama. But they didn’t know that two days prior my best friend had announced that she and my fiancé were in love and they were going to be together. Neither did they know the things that my parents had done. On Saturday night, I’d tried to think of someone, anyone, that I could call and had come up empty, choosing instead to spill my secrets to an attractive stranger. The thing about loneliness was that the people inside of it thought that they were the only ones. Everyone else, it seemed, was surrounded by friends and family. Serena’s announcement revealed my assumptions to be incorrect. Lots of people were lonely. So lonely that investors were willing to stake money on their desperation to find someone. Things were worse than I’d thought.

“What’s going to happen to here?” Nicole interrupted, unable to contain herself.

“For the moment, things will stay the same. Sometime in the near future, however, I will be stepping down from the position of director in this location in order to help facilitate the opening of other branches. My hope is that I can train someone – one of you – to fill that role. Better Love has always been like a family and I want to keep it that way.”

I could sense the molecular shift inside myself as I transformed from a wallowing woman to someone with a mission. Working at Better Love was the first job that I’d ever had that had really engaged me, but unlike my corporate roles, there was no room for growth. I was jealous of the way that people looked at Noah when he told them that he was doing his medical residency. I wanted people to look at me the same way, though I had no interest in going to medical school. I looked at Serena with her sparkling jewelry and white, white teeth. This was it. My opportunity to become someone respectable.

I glanced around the room to see who else might be interested. Though Oliver had worked at Better Love longer than me, he had always claimed that he didn’t want to be a matchmaker forever. His real dream was to become one of those famous people that somehow made their living doing podcasts. There were a couple of matchmakers who were older than me, but they hadn’t been with the company as long and had lower success rates than I did. The job seemed like mine until my eyes met Nicole’s. I could tell by the expression on her face that she wanted the position and knew that I did too.

A wave of possessiveness crashed through me. Over the weekend, Molly had stolen Noah from me, stupidly thinking that I would allow her to get away with it. No, I resolved. It was a new week. I’d win Noah back, get a promotion, and have the wedding of my dreams. All of the missteps, all of the drama, were just anecdotes that I was collecting on my pathway down the aisle.

“If you think that taking on a director role is something that might interest you,” Serena continued, “please come see me this week. For the rest of you, know that the goal is to keep Better Love as the thriving, pleasant workplace that it’s always been. Now, go make some people fall in love.”



6.

I was taken aback by Rebecca’s physical presence.

Her first appointment was on a Wednesday. I’d spent my time since the intake meeting on Monday morning strategizing how to win Noah back and convince Serena to give me the director position. I’d made little progress on either front. Neither Noah nor Molly had reached out since they’d revealed their infidelity on Saturday evening. Additionally worrisome was that I hadn’t heard from Noah’s mother who typically texted me every couple of days to comment on the weather, recent television she’d watched, or ask my opinion about a new piece of clothing. Her silence made me think that he’d already told her what happened. It burned to consider that she would so easily cut ties with someone that she’d once thought would be a sort of daughter to her. Mothers of all kinds were perpetually disappointing me.

I started typing texts to Noah and then deleted them.

Bored of Molly yet?

Do your co-workers know what you did?

I can’t believe you turned out to be such a fuck boy.

Come back to me.

I love you.

Hey.

None of them seemed quite right and as much as I wanted to cry and scream, bang my fists on Noah’s chest and ask him why, I knew that it was important to tread carefully if I wanted to convince him to come back.

For Serena, I reformatted my resumé and ordered pink paper to print it on because I knew she liked little touches like that. Connection, she’d once said, was as much about presentation as it was about the soul. I couldn’t tell my mother where I worked – it was too risky – but as I purchased the paper, I thought about how impressed she’d be if I was named director of the entire Twin Cities branch. It seemed like a beginning to something greater. I would be Serena’s right-hand woman as she rose to the top. They could make a reality show about us the way that they had with those real-estate moguls in California. If there was one thing that captivated people more than expensive housing, it was love.

Rebecca was better looking in person than she was in her photograph, which was saying something, as I had already found her very attractive. What the picture hadn’t captured was her height, made possible by long legs, and her eyes, which had the sharpness of intelligence.

“Rebecca? I’m Alexandra. I’ll be your matchmaker through this process.”

I noted immediately how graceful she was. It would be impossible for her to catch a man the way that I had Noah because no one had ever needed to help her off the ground.

“Nice to meet you,” she said as we shook hands. She had one of those low voices, like she’d been a smoker, though her intake paperwork said she didn’t use tobacco products.

I led her to my office. Serena had eschewed the popular open office plan in favor of a building that provided discretion.

“Love requires privacy,” she’d said as an explanation.

My office had a pink-and-gold desk with matching accessories. On the wall was a picture that I’d made during a paint and sip night that I’d attended with Molly. The painting was a poor rendering of the intertwined hearts of the Better Love logo. Next to my computer was a framed portrait of Noah and me, taken on the trip where we’d gotten engaged. I’d been fighting the urge to scribble out his face until it became a hole.

I took a seat in the office chair and gestured for Rebecca to do the same on one of the velvet upholstered seats across from the desk. The whole room was designed to prime my clients to fall for someone.

“Tell me, what brings you to Better Love?” I asked.

The first meeting was my favorite part of the process. It made me feel like a psychologist to have my clients seated across from me, spilling all the reasons why they were desperate for love. For a long time in my life, I thought that I was going to become a therapist until I realized the amount of schooling that it took. I liked to think of my job as counseling cosplay. What is it about your mother that means you’re unable to sustain a long-term relationship? I never asked.

“I can’t do the dating apps anymore,” Rebecca started.

I nodded.

“That’s something we hear a lot,” I said.

“The thing that broke me was when I was talking to this guy. We’d been chatting for a couple of weeks. There were no red flags, which maybe was a flag within itself because who has nothing wrong with them? Anyway, we started discussing meeting up and I realized that I was totally disinterested. I knew without even going out with him that we weren’t right for each other and I was like, ‘What’s the point?’ I told him that and he got really dramatic about it the way that men do. It was ridiculous. We’d never even met one another and there he was, acting like I destroyed this long-term thing. I might’ve put up with it a few years ago. It might’ve even been flattering then, but I’m too old for that now. I want to get married, buy a house. I don’t want to deal with all the bullshit. Trying to date on apps is like having a second job where my co-workers want to have sex with me and I already deal with enough of that at my paid position.”

It was a monologue that I’d heard a million variations of and I replied with a response that I’d uttered so many times that it felt like I was reading from a script.

“I’m sorry to hear about your bad experiences on dating apps. That’s actually the reason why our founder opened Better Love to begin with. Her son used dating apps and grew similarly frustrated. We can help you here.”

I smiled encouragingly. It was the expression of someone who was happily engaged rather than someone who had been dumped by her fiancé for her best friend over the weekend. There was relief in zipping up my professional skin, in casting my personal problems to the side.

I continued.

“You described in your application the kind of man that you’re looking for, but I want to hear more about who you’ve gone for in the past. Tell me about your previous relationships and why they didn’t work out.”

“I’ve only been in love once. Or at least, I thought I was in love at the time. Have you ever seen the show Love on the Lake? He was a lot like Pierce.”

I sat up straighter in my chair. Love on the Lake was a reality television series that tracked a cast of young people who returned to the same midwestern lake house each summer to vacation. It was less popular than the Real Housewives franchises or popular dating shows, but it had all the romance and drama of both. Molly and I had a standing weekly date to watch new episodes of Love on the Lake. We were mid-season and I was despairing about the prospect of watching new episodes without her. Pierce was in the middle of what looked like a mental health breakdown. Against all odds, he’d maintained a long-term relationship for a couple of seasons. She ended up breaking up with him because he was unwilling to fully commit. He didn’t believe in marriage. He wanted children but only as an abstract concept. I need to be strong and choose myself, his girlfriend had said.

“I’m obsessed with Love on the Lake. Pierce is such a dick. I was so glad when Callie broke up with him,” I told her. The topic brought out a level of informality that I normally avoided while speaking with a client.

“Me too. She’s way too good for him. He’s also like what, fifteen years older than her? That was me and my ex. He was older. While we were together, I thought he was hot and now I look at him and cringe. When I broke up with him, he told me that he thought I would never do it. He assumed that I would stay with him forever even if he never proposed. He assumed wrong.”

“It’s good that you stood up for yourself. We won’t waste your time like that here. We’ll only set you up with people who are serious about getting matched,” I assured her.

Better Love didn’t see a lot of people like Pierce. Men like that did everything possible to avoid any kind of commitment until they got to their forties and woke up single and alone with a sudden desire for five children and a wife in her early twenties. They were transparent to everyone other than themselves. I worked with psychopaths, but not psychopaths like that.

“Great.” She smiled. Her bottom teeth were slightly crooked, which became a charming feature on her otherwise flawless face. I struggled to imagine the man who assumed that Rebecca would lie down and take his shit.

“Tell me more about what kind of man you’re looking for. Do you want a Sean or a Joel?” I named other cast members on Love on the Lake. Not everyone had enough star power to be asked back for multiple seasons. Some of the cast members were relegated to “friend” status, which in the reality television universe was understood to be an insult.

“Honestly, just avoid anyone who reminds you of someone from that show,” she said. “All of those guys give me the ick.”

“Even Landon?”

“Even him! Everyone talks about how he’s reformed, but I can’t trust it. His whole relationship seems like a business decision. I don’t want intimacy that feels like a contract negotiation.”

I laughed. I wished we were in a different setting. The couch in my living room, maybe. That was one of the reasons why I enjoyed reality television. It was like a second group of friends to gossip about, ones that were especially messy and everyone knew. Unfortunately, Serena forbade any kind of fraternizing with clients outside of the office. There was a power differential, she said, between the matchmaker and the client looking for love. To ask them for anything would be to take advantage of them.

“So you want someone sincere?” I asked.

“Yeah, someone sincere. I like the sound of that. It wouldn’t hurt if they were attractive too, but at this point I care more about personality. I’m sure everyone tells you that.”

“No, you’d be surprised. We get a lot of clients that come in with very specific requests regarding height and appearance. I’ve had people say that they only want someone with blue eyes or that they hate red hair. That’s not really what matchmaking is about though. They’re not looking for love, they’re looking for a poster on their wall.”

“I like that,” Rebecca said. “You know, I have such a good feeling about you, Alexandra. I was hesitant at first. What kind of person goes to see a matchmaker? Surely, I’m too hot for that.” She laughed at the acknowledgement of her own attractiveness. “Then, I told myself that if hot people can go on dating shows where the whole world is watching, then I can go to a matchmaker. Hopefully you have better taste in men than I do.”

“Lots of good-looking people come to see us,” I assured her. “There’s nothing to be embarrassed about. And you can call me Lexie. That’s what my friends call me.”

There was something hollow in the statement. At the moment, my friends didn’t call me anything because I was friendless.

“Well, it was so nice to meet you, Lexie,” Rebecca said.

I appreciated the sound of my name on her tongue. A confirmation that I still existed in the world.

“You too,” I replied.

I walked her back to the lobby. She smelled good – a perfume almost masculine in its caramel undertones.

“You should receive your first match in a couple of days,” I told her.

I’d once heard the term “friend crush,” which was a longing experienced for someone that you wanted to befriend. I hadn’t totally bought the concept at the time. Could platonic feelings ever match the irrationality that overcame people when they desired romance? But as I watched Rebecca put on her coat and walk out the Better Love door, I recognized the emotion within myself. Talking with her about Love on the Lake had felt so good. She even looked like them, the women on TV. I could see her in a confessional, explaining which of the other cast members she liked and disliked and why she’d decided to throw wine at Pierce’s face. Too bad we weren’t allowed to be friends. The forbidden nature of it made me want it more. I made a mental note to schedule extra time for our next appointment so that we could spend more time talking about TV.

I was working on finalizing Rebecca’s profile so that I could set up her first match when there was a knock on the door. I checked my calendar to make sure that I hadn’t missed an appointment with a client and found it empty. The timing of Noah and Molly’s confession was frustrating. Why couldn’t they have pulled their little stunt when Better Love wasn’t on the verge of expansion? I didn’t like feeling off-kilter in the workplace where I ordinarily was so in control.

The door opened and Serena’s face appeared. She’s here to name you director, my brain said before I saw who was behind her.

It was the handsome man.

The one from Saturday night who I was never supposed to see again.

I vaguely remembered sitting on the bed in the hotel room. He’d taken off his sweater to reveal a tight T-shirt and an arm full of tattoos. I’d told him about my parents and he’d followed with something – a story of wounds, the specifics of which escaped me. What had I said after that? There was the truth that anyone could find if they knew my real name and then there was the one hidden within myself. Whatever my confession, I hadn’t expected it to come back to haunt me. I definitely hadn’t anticipated that the handsome man would show up in my office, standing next to my boss that I wanted to name me as her successor, something that would never happen if he told her what he knew.

I stood up in such a hurry that my hand knocked my empty water bottle off the desk. It made a clanging sound on the floor that made me flinch.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“Alexandra, this is Aidan Lewis. He’s a new client at Better Love.”

Aidan Lewis. He’d told me his name during our night out and I’d promptly forgotten it because I assumed that I’d never see him again. What was he doing here? It wasn’t how things were done. We always received new clients during the Monday intake meeting. Then, I saw the way that Serena smiled at him as she led him into the office and realized that he’d charmed his way in. It was the kind of thing that my father used to be able to do. I know these are the rules for everyone else, but can we alter them for me? That I’d failed to see that ability within him spoke to my level of intoxication on Saturday night. Or maybe he’d charmed me the same way that he’d done with Serena.

“Nice to meet you, Alexandra,” he said, stepping forward to shake my hand.

He was still just as handsome in sobriety. He wore a forest-green sweater that covered his tattoos. I ran through the events of the night. Tequila shots and table dancing. A hot tub. I knew that I’d mentioned Better Love, but wasn’t certain if I’d specified the nature of my clientele. Had I used the word psychopath? It hit me how much power I’d handed to a man whose name I’d only learned after the fact.

“I know that this is unorthodox,” Serena explained from the doorway. “But I talked to Aidan and, well, he’s so eager to get matched that I thought it would be best to introduce the two of you immediately.”

I narrowed my eyes. Serena never allowed exceptions no matter how much a person begged. I’d seen crying women turned away at the door. Please, I just want love, they’d begged. I can’t take being alone anymore. She’d shown them sympathy and then reminded them that we had a process, a successful process, that we couldn’t rush. Apparently, Aidan wasn’t bound by such constraints.

“Did he complete the questionnaire?” I asked. I needed to know if he was actually a psychopath or if he’d simply requested me. It alarmed me that my judgement was so off.

“Of course,” she replied. I could tell from her expression that she knew what I was asking. I didn’t understand how such a shrewd woman had been taken in by Aidan’s charm. Then again, hadn’t I done the same thing several days prior? We wanted good looks to equate to moral purity and they never did.

“I’ll leave the two of you alone,” Serena said and shut the door behind her.

“What are you doing here?” I asked as soon as I was confident that she was out of hearing range. Both of us were still standing.

“Looking for love,” the handsome man – Aidan – said. His eyes were so wide, face so innocent, that I almost believed him and would’ve if I hadn’t been raised by people like that.

“Tell me the truth,” I said.

“Are you going to invite me to sit down?” he asked, moving towards the chair. I was reluctant to follow his lead, but did it anyway as it seemed silly to continue to stand, my arms barricaded across my chest.

“You look good,” he said.

“What are you doing here?” I asked again, though I couldn’t help but appreciate the compliment. It was strange getting dressed without Noah’s presence. I hadn’t realized how dependent I was on an audience until I was alone.

“I wanted to see you again,” Aidan admitted.

My fingers wrapped around an empty coffee mug on my desk.

“Why?”

“Because we had a good time together,” he said and then amended. “More than a good time. There’s something between us, Lexie.”

I noted that he’d remembered my name when I’d forgotten his. What else had he remembered? Everything. Too much.

“No.” I shook my head. “I have a fiancé. The other night was a mistake. I was upset. I shouldn’t have gone with you.” I shouldn’t have told you those things.

“Did you get back together?” Aidan’s eyebrows raised slightly, but he looked unperturbed. He was a man that had never had to fight to get a woman. They fell into his lap like crumbs from a croissant.

“Not yet, but we will.” My statement was firm. I could tell that Aidan doubted me, which made me want Noah more. There was some satisfaction in rejecting such a beautiful man. If only I hadn’t confided in him, I could’ve marched him right out the door. As it was, I needed to tread carefully and keep him happy without allowing any boundaries to be crossed.

Aidan leaned forward in his chair. I leaned backwards, straightening my spine. I couldn’t allow the space between us to lessen.

“You know the best way to get someone back?” he asked.

“What?”

“Make them jealous. And I can’t think of anything that would make him more jealous than if you were to go out with me.”

He wasn’t wrong. It happened all the time on TV and in movies. The guy refused to close things off with the girl until she started talking to someone hotter, taller, and suddenly they were official. I knew that Noah was capable of such jealousy. We’d once attended a party that one of his friends had thrown where I’d drawn the attention of one of the other medical residents. Suddenly, he couldn’t stop touching me. It was a hunger so acute that we’d gone into the bathroom where Noah had eaten me out. Still, the argument wasn’t enough.

“We can’t date. It’s against the Better Love rules for a matchmaker to date their client and as of today, you’re one of my clients,” I told him.

“You didn’t strike me as a rule follower, Lexie.”

“I take my job seriously.”

“Have you ever considered what would happen if you took a risk? Come on, I know you feel it. The universe is drawing us together, Lexie. You’re denying a gravitational pull.”

“It’s not the universe, it’s just your libido.”

“Why can’t it be both?”

“Because.” Because you’re a psychopath and I’m engaged to a totally normal doctor. You’re exactly the person I’ve spent my entire life trying to get away from. “Because it won’t work, okay? Trust me. I know these things. I can match you, if that’s what you want. I’ll find you someone amazing, someone a better fit than me.”

Aidan picked up the framed picture of Noah and me from my desk. We were both in swimsuits. I got the urge to retroactively cover my body.

“Okay. You can match me, he said.”

He put the picture down.

I paused, waiting for him to continue. What was the catch? When he didn’t say anything further, I cautiously said, “Great. I think you’ll be very happy.”

“I hope so. I’ve waited a long time for love.”

I stopped myself from scoffing. It wasn’t romance that emanated from his body but something carnal.

I put on my professional voice.

“That’s what we’re here for. We’ve helped hundreds of people and I know that we can help you as well. I do have something to ask of you though.”

“What?”

“I would appreciate it if you didn’t mention to anyone at Better Love about what happened on Saturday night. The things that I told you.” I kept my reference vague. I didn’t want him to know how little I remembered. He already had enough information that could be used against me.

Aidan studied my face. I tried to do the same with him, but I struggled to parse what he was thinking. I’d made too many assumptions about him when we’d met. I’d seen his appearance, the people that he spent time with, and assumed that he was shallow. I could pour my secrets into him because they would immediately come splashing out again. I’d forgotten everything my parents had taught me. Trust no one.

“I won’t tell,” he said.

All I could do was hope that it was true.

After that, I walked him through our normal procedures. I treated him like he was any other client, an act so good that I deserved an award. I walked him to the door like he was ordinary, only loosening my jaw when he got into his car and drove away.

There was one thing that I didn’t ask him, something that I couldn’t get out of my head. He knew that I worked with people with psychopathic traits and yet, he’d assumed that if he signed up as a client that I would be his matchmaker. That meant that Aidan knew he was a psychopath.

Hungry to find out what happens next in
Matchmaking for Psychopaths?

ORDER YOUR COPY NOW!


Also by Tasha Coryell

Love Letters to a Serial Killer

Matchmaking for Psychopaths



Copyright

An Orion eBook
First published in Great Britain in 2025 by Orion Fiction
an imprint of The Orion Publishing Group Ltd
Carmelite House, 50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ

An Hachette UK Company

Copyright © Tasha Coryell 2025

The moral right of Tasha Coryell to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act of 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

All the characters in this book are fictitious, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN (eBook) 9781398728424

www.orionbooks.co.uk

OPS/images/cover.jpg





OPS/images/orion_fiction_logo.jpg
&K

ORION





OPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Contents


		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Chapter 7


		Chapter 8


		Also by Tasha Coryell


		Copyright








Guide



		Cover


		Table of Contents


		Start Reading








