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  For every woman who has ever dated a man. 
This one's for you. 


















  
  



"A male body was found in Buffalo Bayou this morning. This is the second body found this month. Authorities are working to identify both bodies and if there is a link between the two. Due to the unusual amount of rain Houston has received lately, the bodies could have been in the bayou for months…" 

The video zooms out, showing the overflowing bayou. Text in white bold letters over the running news video states: IS A WOMAN LEADING MEN INTO THE WATER TO THEIR DEMISE IN THE BAYOU?! 
2.4 million views; 244.6k likes; 3k saves; 20.9k comments
Comments: 
Ivy's Momma: Did they tell her "no"?
Scarlet: Why didn't they fight back? And why was he out so late? 
Luna Bella: A false claim like that could ruin her life. 
Neon Whisper: What was he wearing? 
Transplant Knight: Did he say clearly he did not consent to drowning? 
Meghan Sparkles: Did they try saying no?
Navaeh: Why weren't they watching their drinks? 
Obsidian Soul: Why was he out at night? 
MarieMarie: I'm sure she wouldn't do that, she has a father, brother, a son…
Jo Chronicles: Did he just lie there and act like he wanted it?
Rogue Aria: What did he do to trigger her?
Maya Moonlight: Why would they even go near a woman they didn't know? ?
Shade of Dark: We need to hear both sides of the story. 
KC Creates: How do we know they weren't teasing her with talk of wanting a late night swim? 
Sofia: Where was their taser, pepper spray, keys between fingers, and cup cover? 
Shadow Readers: I can't believe he was so irresponsible. 








  
  
Madison




Glancing in the mirror, one last time, I check my reflection, wiping away the mascara from under my eyes and smoothing down my hair — a pang of nervousness hits me, but it’s now or never. 
Beep. Beep. Beep. 

"Hate the dating apps? Then let me get on them for you! Hi, I’m Madison and I want to date for you. How will that work? I will get on the dating apps for you, I will create your profile, and do all the swiping as you, for you. I screen the men before passing only the good ones to you to meet. Message me to get started! Also, it’s my birthday, so show me some love!”

I press the red button again to stop the recording. The video immediately plays back. I cringe hearing my voice; seriously if I sound like that, I feel sorry for everyone I talk to. I watch myself in the video point at the camera right on cue, and blow a kiss at the end. After watching it back three times, I realize I shouldn’t have done all that; but this video will have to do, I don’t want to rerecord. This is the first time I’m putting this kind of thing out into the dark void of the web to see if it is something someone wants. 

I caption the post “DM me to help you find your soulmate! #dating #single #letmehelpyou #matchmaker” 

Should I put more hashtags to get more reach? Do people still search by hashtags? I use social media daily, but somehow still don’t know exactly how it all works. Will anyone even see this video anyway? Will anyone put their faith in me and have me date for them to find their match? I guess I will find out — I can’t believe I am doing this. 

Just post it, Madison, I tell myself; just see what happens. I press the post button at the bottom of the screen. A loading counter pops up: 60%…72%…94%…100%. The video pops up on my screen one more time; I watch it before silencing my phone. 

Whatever happens, happens. I am not going to look at it again today, or I will drive myself crazy worrying about how many people are viewing it and what response it is getting. Anyway, it’s time to head into the office. 

    
  “Girl!” I look up; Robbie is making a beeline for my cubicle, yelling from across the office. Rolling my eyes at his dramatics, a small smile tugs at my lips, because I do love his dramatics all the same. I still look around to make sure no one is looking our way — I hate drawing attention to myself. 

“I saw the video you posted this morning!” He holds up his phone, as if I don’t know what video he is talking about. My face frozen on his screen, mouth half-open, eyes half-shut—every feature slightly wrong, every angle unkind. 

“What video?” Lauri stands up from her cubicle that is close to mine. 

“Oh nothing,” I say; I can feel my face growing hotter by the second. 

“Apparently, our very own Madi is a modern-day matchmaker!” Robbie says and I wince hearing him call me Madi. I shrug, wishing he wasn’t doing this right now, or ever. He plays the video for Lauri to see. 

“Just something I thought about trying out. I’ve helped a few friends find their significant others. It’s stupid.” I shrug it again and tug at my bright red ear, as if that will stop the embarrassment. 

“That’s actually genius, Madison! I heard those dating apps are brutal.” Lauri sits back down at her desk; our cubicle walls don’t go all the way up — the whole open floor plan movement hit our office a few years back — so I can still see her. 

“Cam and I always say how lucky we are that we met before having to get on those.” She turns back to her computer; I assume to get back to work. I need to do the same. 

“She is right, Madi.” Ugh. “It really is genius. And this video already has five thousand views!” Robbie hangs his arms over the side of my cubicle. 

I put my fingers, dry with chipped, pink polish, back on the keyboard trying to finish the email I was typing out, but I suddenly cannot remember what I was going to type — 5,000 views? Has the video really already been watched that many times? 

“How does it work?” Robbie asks, not ready to end the conversation. 

I look up at him confused for a second before realizing he means the matchmaking, but I don’t want to continue talking about it. Robbie and Lauri are my work friends, but I still keep my personal life as private as I can. I didn’t even realize he was following me on any of my social media accounts — I make a mental note to block him later.

“Better question is, what are we doing for lunch?” I deflect perfectly. 

“Madi, I’m not sure why you are like this. Childhood trauma I suppose,” he rolls his eyes. “I mean, we all have them. But you are going to have to let people in. And now, you’ve exposed yourself on a platform with millions of people. People are going to see you.” I take a deep breath — he’s right, seriously, what was I thinking?! 

Lauri ignores him. “Let’s go to that juice and salad place,” she says, not looking up from her computer. We can always count on Lauri to make the executive decisions about lunch. Robbie and I will go back and forth for hours trying to decide, but not Lauri — she just picks a place with no debate about it. 

“And cake!” Robbie adds, Lauri finally looks up, puzzled. “For Madi’s birthday?” 

“Oh, I am the worst! Happy Birthday, Madison!” She says with a strained smile, clearly frustrated with herself for forgetting the date. 

“Thanks. And it’s not big deal. No cake needed.” 

As Robbie opens his mouth to protest, I put my hand up and he closes it without uttering another word. After staring at me for another solid minute, he whispers ‘happy birthday’ and sulks back to his office. Lauri and I are stuck in open cubicles in the middle of the office floor, while Robbie gets a door he can close with a nice view of downtown. 

    
  “Well, what did you expect would happen?” Ellie, my best friend from college, video called me as soon as she got off work. 

“I don’t know? Not this.” I get comfortable on my bed. “I mean I thought the same 500 people who normally see my videos would see it and I’d get like one or two of those people interested. Definitely not all this!” 

“Yes, but think about it. There’s a reason you wanted to do this for people. Those apps suck! Everyone feels the same, and you would be relieving women of this burden.” 

“You are…right,” I barely answer, as I am also reading through the first direct message I received—there are about 82 messages. 

“What’s going on?” Ellie asks, noticing I was distracted. 

“Huh?” I click back so her face fills my screen. 

“You look upset or disturbed.” I can never hide my feelings because my facial expressions—they give me away every time. 

“Why are people so weird and awful?” I click to my direct messages. “This man sent me a message berating me, calling me nasty names, and then asking me to do all kinds of gross sexual activities on him.” 

“Gross. I bet you are going to get a lot of those.”

I hesitantly click on the next message. 

Hi! I randomly found your video, the universe knows I am struggling! Or it’s the algorithm. Either way, here you are and here I am. I don’t know how much to include here but I would really love your help! Can you message me back with details of exactly what this entails? I am so tired of scrolling and ending up with trolls or ghosted. This is a serious inquiry. I will pay you. Hope to hear from you soon. Kisses, Layla. 



“What are you going to do, Madison?” Robbie is the only person, besides my dad to call me Madi—everyone else knows how much I hate it. Robbie knows how much I hate it, but he still uses it every time, anyway. 

“About what? The troll? Oh, nothing. I deleted that message.” 

“No, this whole thing.” 

“I guess I’m going to help her.” 

“Her? Her who?” I realize she didn’t read the same message I just did. 

“The first message I got seriously asking for help. I’ll start there. Help as many women as I can, or try to. I don’t know, is this crazy?” 

“No, this is great. Let’s talk money. How much are you going to charge for your services?” Ellie, always the businesswoman. 

We met in business school, and I always knew she was destined for great things: CFO, top 40 under 40, or something like that. I was just there because it seemed more lucrative than an art degree and easier than a science degree. I also could never reconcile those two interests; art and science don’t really go together. 

“I will put together a price list for you.” I see her grab her computer and know I will receive a detailed spreadsheet soon. She starts talking about income and expenses; I tune her out. She types away while I think about how to respond to Layla’s message. 

“Alright, I just shared a spreadsheet with you,” Ellie says. Sure enough, in my email inbox is a spreadsheet titled ‘Ghost Dater.’ 

“Ohmygosh, Ellie! First, thank you for putting this together. But ghost dater?” She winces as if she has done something wrong. “That’s genius! I have been wondering what I should call this. I love it!” 

“See I can get a little creative sometimes,” she beams. 

“I’m a ghost dater.” I smile, a real, genuine smile. 

The document has a three-tier plan with various pricing, potential expenses to be incurred, and a place for a client list and notes. It is color-coded to perfection. 

“So, I am going to do this, huh?” I ask as I type in Layla on tab labeled ‘client list.’ 

“Hell yea you are!” Ellie, always my cheerleader. “Listen, Madison, you are amazing at reading people and you’ve now set up three couples. Just try this and see how it goes.” 

“You are right. Just look at you and Nick.” 

“Speaking of, he just got home. I’ll talk to you later.” 

I yell to Nick, saying hello. We say our goodbyes and I love yous. I lay back on my bed, recalling the night I met Nick. 

“Hi, I’m Madison.” I said, jutting out my hand for the stranger to shake.

“Uh…oh. Hi.” He hesitates but takes my hand—I’m surprised how strong he grips my hand, especially considering how taken aback he is by my introduction. 

“I’m Nick.” 

By the end of our 15 minute conversation, I knew his major, future career goals, family history, and how he ended up at the University of Kentucky. 

“Tell me, Nick. Are you single?” 

He rubs the back of his neck, nervously. “Uh, I’m sorry. I just don’t…you’re not…listen. I liked talking with…” 

I put my hand up and laughed. “Oh! Not for me. I’m not asking for me. You seem like a great guy but for my best friend.” 

His shoulders relax and I don’t know if I should be offended. “Oh!”

“I guess that might sound strange, just after talking to you, I think you and her would be great together. So are you single?” 

“Yes, I am. So you are here being her wing-woman? Do you guys do this often?” 

I start to reach out and touch his arm while laughing again, but I retreat before making contact. “No, no, Nick. I swear, I’ve never done this before, but as I got to know you, I realized you would be great for her. Here,” I pull my phone out of my handbag. “Let me show you her picture.” 

He put his hands up. “Actually, can you first tell me about her and why think we would be a great match? Is she here tonight?” He starts looking around the bar, wondering which woman was Ellie. 

I told Nick about how Ellie is the sweetest, most caring, and thoughtful person I have ever met. I only gave him a brief overview of her family, what she is studying, but I told him she could go into more details because that’s her story to tell. After hearing all I had to say, Nick agreed to meet Ellie. 

“She was here, but went home a little earlier to study for an exam she has tomorrow. Can I get your number to pass along to her?” I handed him my phone to create a new contact before he could respond. 

I practically ran home to my shared apartment with Ellie to tell her I had met her future husband. She also thought I was crazy. 

“I swear! Ellie! I found you husband. I can feel it in my bones.” Before she could protest, I told her everything Nick had told me about himself and a picture I creepily took of him across the room. 

“See! He’s great and perfect for you.” 

“I don’t know, Madison. This is weird. I wasn’t even there.” 

I poured us each a glass of wine—I don’t drink much, the combination between alcohol and medicine don’t bode well for me, but it felt necessary for this conversation. By the time we finished the bottle, Ellie had agreed to text Nick to set up a date—it took her another week to actually message him. 

Ellie and Nick dated the rest of our college years, moved into an apartment together after graduation, got married a few years ago, have a toddler, and are currently pregnant with their second child. 

My first matchmaking success story. I hope to add to my resume. I double check my messages—Layla hasn’t messaged me back yet. 








  
  
Detective Oliver




“Good morning, Liam.” I say setting down the extra coffee I grabbed on my way into work this morning. He had texted saying he got called in around four in the morning. Being the rookie on the team, he is on call 24/7. It might have been eight years ago for me, but I remember how awful and long the nights can be. 

“Detective,” Liam nods in my direction, saying both hello and thank you without even looking my way. 

“What did you get called in for?” I can tell he’s busy—I assume writing the report from the call—but I still bug him about it anyway. He looks up, sighs loudly, and finally grabs the coffee. 

He’s got it much easier being a rookie these days than I had it. He only gets called in on real calls; I got prank calls from the other detectives at all times of the night. They claimed they had it worse than that in their time. With each new generation of detectives, the bullying gets less and less severe.

“Just a car on fire.” He downs about half the coffee in one gulp. 

“Anyone inside?” 

He shakes his head. “They thought so, but thankfully, no. Could you imagine? That would have been a nightmare.” I don’t need to imagine—I’ve seen a few bodies burned up in car fires. 

“Lucky you,” I tease, grinning as I walk to my office. The only way to get through this type of work is to make jokes. At least that’s the way I get through this type of work. 

I sit down at my desk, turn on my computer and enter the password—just as I do every morning. The coffee cup sits in the middle of the coaster, three black pens in the small holder on the right corner of the desk, a spiral planner already opened to today’s date, and a to-do list spelled out hour by hour. 

“Detective Oliver,” Joe bursts into my office. 

“What’s up, Chief?” 

“A body was found.”

“I know, Joe. I got the file from Detective Casey yesterday.” The case file showed up on my desk yesterday, I didn’t ask any questions, just dove right in.  

“They are already reporting on it, even though we asked them not to.” I roll my eyes—the media never listens to us; they just want the breaking, shocking story first. 

I look down at my calendar. “I am interviewing the man who discovered the body at 10.”

“This is the first body we have found in the bayou in a few years,” Joe reminds me.

“I understand, sir,” I say, holding back a sigh. “Liam and I will be working to identify the body as quickly as we can.” 

He pauses while nodding his head, stares off in thought, then turns to walk out of my office. 

“Hey, Joe?” I stop him. 

He turns back around, but doesn’t say anything. I bite the inside of my cheek. 

“Did you ever have a case that just ate at you?”

“Of course. A few.” 

“Did you solve them all?” 

When I flipped open the case file, I was expecting the usual: timestamps, photos, inconsistencies I can tug apart. The first page gave me nothing but a prickle at the back of my neck. Each line feels like it’s hiding something, as if the truth slipped between the margins. By the time I reach the last paragraph, a thought has already rooted itself: this case won’t give up its truth easily…maybe not at all. 

He shakes his head. “Not all of them, no.” 

“How do you deal with that?” I have had a few cases that I wasn’t able to tie up neatly with a bow, but none of them pulled at me this much. 

“Even Kobe Bryant missed 50% of the shots he took.” 

I stifle a laugh—Joe loves to make basketball references, that I never really understand. “Well, good thing Kobe wasn’t investigating murders.”  

He chuckles and walks out of my office. Liam slides in the door, as if he was just waiting for Joe to leave before he did so. 

“He seems, I don’t know?” Liam questions. 

“He wants this solved quickly. Cases like these are always sensationalized by the media and bring a lot of attention.” 

“And fear, I suppose.” Liam shrugs. 

Joe was generous when he said a “body” was found. An arm attached to half a torso was pulled from the bayou. I do not want to know what is running in those waters to cause that kind of damage. 

“Does it get easier?” Liam asked when we were at the scene. It doesn’t, really—it never gets easier. 

    
  “He’s here.” Liam knocks on my open door. I look down at the clock on the computer; right on time. 

“Hi.” I give the man sitting in the interrogation room a weak smile. “My name is Detective Oliver.” 

He stands, shoulders hunched, making him seem much smaller than he actually is. He takes my hand to shake, but says nothing. 

“Andy, right?” 

“Andy Mastrason.” He is soft spoken, I can hardly hear him. 

“Andy, it’s nice to meet you. I’m sorry it’s under these circumstances.” He stares straight through me, knowing our paths would never cross otherwise. “Can you tell me what happened? Also, this interview is being recorded. I know you signed the consent, I just wanted to make it known as well.” 

“Yes,” his voice is shaky. “I was,” he pauses. “I was walking along the bayou and saw something in the water.” He pauses again. 

“Take your time,” I tap my pen while trying to be empathetic. I should have sent Liam to talk to him. “The Buffalo Bayou, right?” 

“Yes. The Buffalo Bayou.” 

I nod for him to continue. 

“When I got closer, it took me a minute. But I realized it was a human arm sticking out of the water. At first, I thought it was fake,” his breath increases. “So I grabbed it. I thought it was fake, like a mannequin or something. Oh God. I pulled it out of the water. It wasn’t fake. It was real. It wasn’t fake.” A scream erupts from the depths of his body. 

“Andy, Andy. It’s okay.” I try calming him. Seeing a dead body is jarring, shocking, gruesome, and like I told Liam, it never gets easier—even after all these years. 

Liam walks in the room bringing Andy some water. His breathing finally normalizing. 

Andy drinks the water and asks, “Am I in trouble?” 

“No sir. We just need to know all the details that led to you discovering the body. Any information you may have can help us with identifying the person and what happened.” 

Liam is better at talking with people; he really understand the psychology of how to communicate to get people to open up. I am better at finding and following the hard facts without the emotions humans may have. Liam stays in the room, but doesn't say anymore. 

“What were you doing walking along the Bayou yesterday afternoon?” This isn’t a great question—there’s a paved trail running along both sides of the bayou for pedestrian any time of day. 

“I like to take a walk every day after I eat lunch, between jobs.” 

“What’s your job?” 

“I’m a plumber.” 

“What did you do after you pulled the body from the water?” I can see his eyes flash back to that moment again, secretly hoping he doesn’t start screaming again. 

“Well, I screamed. I’m sorry about screaming. I just…” 

“It’s okay,” I say. 

“Then I called 9-1-1.” 

Andy tells us he hadn’t noticed any unusual activity along the bayou during the time he is there daily. He said the water had been unusually high, due to lots of rain Houston has been having, so it’s been full and rushing quickly a lot. However, he saw nothing of significance leading up the discovery he made. And since there wasn’t much of a body, there wasn’t much identifying features for him to tell us if he had seen the man also walking the bayou. 

“Thank you, Andy. You’ve been a great help.” Liam and I walk out of the room; I signal to the officer outside the room to escort Andy out of the building. 

“Do you think he has anything to do with this?” Liam asks. 

“Doubt it.” I shake my head. 

    
  Normally, it takes a few weeks for the medical examiner to look at the body and write up her report. Thankfully, she hasn’t had a body come through her office in a few days and has a new assistant to help when it does get backlogged. 

“Ash!” I say as I walk into her office. 

Ashley and I went to high school together. I never would have thought we would end up working together all these years later. Ash, with her long blond hair, always pulled in a bun, dainty frame and bubbly personality, filled all of the high school stereotypes. She was head cheerleader, captain of the volleyball team, and dated the quarterback. 

“Grace!” She gives me a hug. “I was hoping this would be your case.” 

I smile. “You just knew I’d love a dismembered body, huh?” 

She nods and walks over to the table where said body was laid out. 

“Did you just finish? I can come back if not.” 

“Please, stay. I’m wrapping up, here. They just phoned to tell me the detective on the case was headed over, so I got him out so you could have a look too.” 

“They didn’t tell you it was me?” 

She shakes her head. “They are still giving me a hard time. Wanted me to sweat, waiting to see who was working this one. They made me think it was Detective Casey.” 

I shake my head. “You’ve been here over a year! You’d think they would get over it by now.” She shrugs and I add, “You don’t like Detective Casey?” 

“Oh no, I do. That’s the problem.” She laughs. 

I learned through social media, after getting her biology degree, she moved back to the Houston suburb we grew up in and started working at the local funeral home—as a receptionist at first. Eventually, she asked to work with the bodies. After learning all she could about preserving the body after it dies, she went back to school to learn about why it dies. It’s such a small world that she would end up as the medical examiner for Harris County Sheriff’s Office and the examiner I would work with most often. 

We both roll our eyes and she motions for me to get closer to the body. “Look at this.” 

“What do you think caused the dismemberment? An animal? Or a person, before it went into the water?” 

She shakes her head. “I’m not sure completely, but it doesn’t appear he went in the water like this.” 

“He?” 

“Yes. We will try our best for time of death. Bodies don’t normally stay in the water that long before being found.” 

“So are you saying he didn’t go into the bayou recently?” 

“Weeks to a month or more.” 

“Hm. Can you let me know what you find out about this one?” I say this every time, even though no matter what she finds out, she will let me know, it’s her job after all—she still nods.

“Hey, Grace?” 

I turn back to her. 

“You want to go get that drink or coffee with me?” She has been begging me to go out with her since she started working here. We were close the first few years of high school—I fit some of those same stereotypes she did. Minus the long blond hair, I was a cheerleader, I played volleyball, and dated a football player. We were inseparable, until the last few months of senior year. 

“We will, Ash. One day. Can’t today though. Sorry.” I offer a weak apology. She shrugs and smiles. I walk out before she can suggest another day to get together and find a toilet to throw up in. It doesn’t get easier seeing bodies in that manner, but I haven’t thrown up leaving the medical examiner’s office in years. 

    
  “You haven’t been home this late in a long time,” James greets me at the door like he does every night. He takes my bag, putting it on a hook—my hook—by the door. 

I sigh. “I know.” I sigh again, as I am taking off my shoes, lining them up next to James’s black loafers. It took 34 years, but I was lucky enough to find someone as obsessive about being tidy as I am. 

James walks back to the kitchen, I follow. 

“Dinner is almost ready.” He says as he pours me a glass of white wine and tops off his glass. 

“Bless you,” I say as I bring the wine first to my nose—breathing in the alcohol before a drop hits my lips. 

He finishes plating the meal and puts them on the table in the kitchen; I grab forks and napkins, trying to do my part. 

“How was class? “ I ask as he takes his first bite. 

“Rrrr,” he tries to speak with his mouth full. We both laugh and he raises one finger up, signaling to give him a moment. 

I take a bite, a much smaller bite than my husband, finishing chewing and am able to speak before he can. “Wow, babe! This is really good!” When he set the plate down, it’s contents didn’t look like anything we had before, but I am used to James experimenting in the kitchen. 

He nods his head. “It’s a new recipe I found and I got the fish from a local market instead of the store, so it should be fresh.” 

“I can tell. It tastes so fresh.” I shove more in my mouth, more haphazardly than before. 

“Oh, class was good. The usual.” We eat in silence for a few moments, savoring the meal and marinating on our day. 

James finally says, “I have papers to read tonight.” 

I nod; James always brings home papers to read and grade, as a tenured professor at University of Houston teaching mostly Freshman Composition. 

“What was the assignment this time?” 

“Fifteen hundred word review of a meal you had without mentioning the exact food.” 

“Interesting.” He always comes up with unique writing assignments that really challenge his students use of words. 

When I was a freshman taking my writing class, it was the last thing I wanted to do. Then, I grew up, and now 90% of my job is writing. No wonder all students are required to take it in high school and university. 

“Fifteen hundred words seems like a lot for a food review.” 

James finishes his bite. "It’s just enough. You know that most people describe things, especially food, with minimal uninspiring words like good or bad.” He rolls his eyes—James hardly ever rolls his eyes. 

“You’re right. You always have such great writing prompts.” I say, staring into the emptiness of my once white plate. 

“How was it?” James touches my shoulder. 

“Huh?” 

“Everything okay?” 

“Oh, yea. What did you ask before?” I move to stand. 

“I just asked how your food was?” 

“Good.” We bust out laughing. 

“You sure you okay? You kind of disappeared there.” I nod and he kisses my forehead. 

I start cleaning up the dishes while James goes to his grading; this is the arrangement we have—he cooks, I clean. However, I got the better end of the bargain because James is a clean cook and I generally only have to clean our plates and utensils. 

“Any of these good?” I ask picking up a couple of papers James threw on the floor next to where he is sitting. 

He motions for me to join him in the over sized chair. “A couple.” He hands me the one he was reading. 

The liquid burst in my mouth as my teeth cut through outer shell. I swirl it with my tongue, slightly burning it.

I look at James, raising my eyebrow; he simply nods. I don’t keep reading through; I lay my head on his shoulder. He finishes reading the paper in his hands, marks it with a B and tosses it on the floor. My adorable, clean freak husband always makes a mess when grading papers—I will never understand it. 

“What’s on that beautiful brain of yours?” He rubs his right hand on my head, kissing my forehead. I look up at him and sigh. 

“Oh, it’s just this case. Something is going on. I can feel it.” 

“What do you feel?” 

I shrug. “I don’t know. I just got a feeling.”

“You think there’s more bodies in that water?” 

I smile at him; James always takes interest and listens when I talk, even though I know he hates it. James could go the rest of his life not hearing about another crime. 

I shrug, again. “I’m just telling you, it’s something.” I touch my stomach. What is it they say about trusting a woman’s intuition? 

“I am sure you are right, you normally are.” He leans down and kisses my forehead again. “Why is this case bothering you so much? I know you care about every case you work, but you seem extra stressed about this one.” 

I shake my head and lay back on this chest. “Again, I just don’t know.” 

I’ve worked many homicide cases throughout my career and I always bring my work home; the worries, the anxieties, the fears, the questions. However, I am generally able to switch it off after a little while at home. This case though, it has been staying with me—keeping me up at night. 

James shifts in the seat, dumping me as he stands. “Where are you going?” I whine, wanting to stay in his arms the rest of the night. 

“I’ll be right back.” He disappears into the kitchen again—I can’t see him from where I am sitting in the living room. We bought this old home last year; it’s so old, that every room is segregated from the others; not an open floor plan like most new homes. Plans to renovate are stuffed in a drawer in the office desk—drawn up by an architect. Something always comes up preventing us from starting on any of the projects. 

James is right back, carrying a small tray. He puts it on the coffee table next to me. A cup of hot tea, three frozen cookie dough bites, and a mint laid out perfectly. Whenever I struggle sleeping, or have a rough day, these little things James does make it better. I pull the cup up to my mouth, the steam filling my nose. The chamomile relaxes the tension in my shoulders, but not the biting feeling in my gut. 








  
  
Madison





Beep. Beep. Beep. 

“Hi guys! I didn’t think my last video would get so much attention! And I am slowly going to answer as many messages as I can. First things first, if you would like my services, private message me and I will get to it as soon as I can! Basically, how it works, since many are asking, I take on your identity for the dating apps. We talk and possibly meet in person if you are local, so I can get an idea of your personality and what you like and want out of the dating experience. Then, I do all the hard work for you. I’ll swipe and vet the man or men and have initial conversations. Once I get a good sense of the men, I’ll pass on the candidates I think will be a good match. Also, sorry men! I can only do this for the ladies, since I am one, obviously. And no, I will not meet any of the men in person, so I will not be falling in love with any of them. I am strictly in this to help other women, not myself. Yes, there is a fee for my services, you can find all that information linked on my bio. Let me see, I think that’s it. I have a lot of messages already, so please be patient.” #dating #ghostdater 
92.1k views; 35.9k likes; 192 saves; 340 comments
Comments: 
Rose Quartz Dream: Seriously, you are doing amazing work!
MidnightCipher: Please answer my DM. Trying to be patient. *grimacing emoji*
Iron Wolf: You are crazy woman. 
ZekeVolt: Catfishing is now being praised? What next?!
Roxy Reign: Love this! 
Sofia Sparks: Are you going to be showing us your process? 
Logan435: This is false. Don’t believe this dumb, fat bitch. 
Indie_Atlas88: Thank you, girl for doing this for other women. 
Ziggy_Toast: Can’t stand being on these apps, would love someone to do the work for me. 
Carol209: Just about the delete these apps too. Need your help. 
Momma_Elliex2: Love you girl!

I close the application—I shouldn’t read the comments on these videos I post. People can be so cruel. Instead, I dial Layla’s number she provided to me in a private message. I told her I would video call her today to get started with the process of finding her a man to date. 

“Hello! It’s great to meet you. I’m Madison.” I start talking as soon as she answers the call. 

“Hi! You have no idea, I’m so glad you actually messaged me back. I feel like I won the lottery!” 

“Where do you live?” I ask. 

“Oh. I’m in the medical center area-ish.” Layla answers as a small, white dog jumps into the view. 

“He, or she, is so cute! I didn’t know you had a dog. I am adding that to your profile. Any other pets?” 

She makes the dog lay down next to her. “Just this one. Her name is Joy and she is six years old.” 

I write down ‘must love dogs’ in my notebook. I am taking as many notes on Layla as I can. I was able to get some information from her social media accounts already. 

“I am close to the med center, too.” I lie. “Would you be interested in meeting somewhere? It might be a little easier to get to know you in person.” 

Layla agrees and sends me the location of a bar close to her house. I tell her I need an hour to get ready, but really it’s going to take me about that long to get to her side of town from where I actually live. 

Even my coworkers I’ve known for eight years don’t know I live on the outskirts of Houston. I hate I cannot afford a decent apartment in the city, even with my good job. The only thing I ever wanted since I moved to the fourth largest city was to live in the heart of the chaos, right where the city breathes the loudest. But moving here alone after college—young and broke—I couldn’t afford it. Even through my salary has increased over the years, so has the cost of living. 

    
  Layla, 29, Nurse, Houston 
Bio: Compassionate caregiver by day, adventure seeker by night! When I’m not busy saving lives, you can find me curled up with a good book, running the trails, or brunch on a dog-friendly patio. I value honesty, kindness, and a good sense of humor. Looking for someone who shares my zest for life and is ready to embark on this crazy journey of life. 
Looking for long-term relationship
5’4”
Grad school degree
No kids, but wants
Spiritual
From Houston, Texas
Interests: Running, Reading, Visual Arts, Restaurants, Dogs, Brunch, Music



I activated Layla’s dating profile at nine last night; it’s only six in the morning and she already has 53 likes on her profile. I know a lot of men just swipe right on every woman on these dating applications, but I have a good feeling about this and finding someone for Layla. I expected a lot of likes as soon as I posted it. We picked out some great photos for her profile that show not only her beauty but also her personality. Of course, we included a great photo of her with her dog. 

I annoyingly asked her how it was possible someone like her is still single. I know single people get that question a lot and the only logical answer is that they haven’t met their person. 

She had shrugged and said, “I was in a serious relationship for a long time and since then I just haven’t found someone I really wanted to be with. Maybe my standards are too high?” 

“No, no.” I shook my head. “Your standards should be high! Don’t ever settle just to have someone. Plus, you are a great catch. You are stunning, you have your shit together, a great career, you want to marriage and kids. It’s…these men out here or should I say boys.” She nodded, understandingly, tucking a short, dark brown ringlet behind her left ear. 

Layla has an infectious personality, she is quiet, but after only one meeting I know she has a kind soul. She has a warmth that’s steady, calm, and deeply attentive. There’s a light in her eyes, hopeful, and empathy that runs deep. 

I only have ten minutes before I have to get ready for work, but I click on the first match. 


Kory, 31, Engineer, Houston
Bio: Just ask



“Ugh. Kory, not starting out strong.” I say, aloud, to no one. “But this first picture is cute.” I keep scrolling. 


Quote I live by: “Live everyday as if it’s your last.” 



“Okay, but do you really, Kory?” 

The next picture is of him holding a fish he presumably caught. Immediate swipe left. I don’t know why men think pictures with dead animals are the way to a woman’s heart—even if she likes to fish, like I do, I don’t want to see you holding a dead animal on your dating profile. I should confirm with Layla that she feels the same—I have to remind myself I’m her, here. 

The next match pops up. 


Victor, 26, Medical Sales, Houston



No bio, no pictures. Swipe left. Why publish an account if you aren’t finished with it? Ugh. I cannot do this right now. I need to set some dedicated time to parse through these profiles. Good thing Ellie insisted I charge money for this—it’s going to be a second full-time job. 

    
  “Madi, call me back. This is your dad.” 

I stare at the transcript of the voicemail I didn’t listen to. It has been three days and I still have yet to call him back. I know exactly how the conversation will go. Well, it could go one of two ways; either he will ask me to send him money or he will tell me to come back home—it’s laughable calling that place “home.” 

Please don’t answer, please don’t answer, please don’t answer, I plead during the three rings on the other end of the phone. 

“Hey…dad,” I say hesitantly. 

“Pumpkin!” He exclaims, like he is actually happy to hear from me—at least he seems like he’s in a good mood today. Maybe he hasn’t had a drink today, or maybe he has. It’s gotten more difficult figuring out if the alcohol makes him nicer or not. When I was younger, it seemed to put him in a good mood, like it opened up something inside him that could be happy, playful, excited to have a child around. At some point, things shifted and it just made him more angry, more aggressive. 

“Is everything okay?” 

“Took you long enough to call me back.” There went his good mood. “What if something was wrong?!” 

“What do you want dad?” My jaw tightens. 

“I need you to come home.” 

I pinch the bridge of my nose between my thumb and forefinger. “Why dad?” I don’t want to hear his reason, nor will it sway me to go back to Utah for any amount of time. I have only been back there once since leaving after graduating high school. 

“It’s your uncle. He isn’t doing well. It’s Emmett.” 

I pull the phone away from my mouth so he can’t hear me sigh. “Emmett has been dead for like five years. And how would me coming home help Bill?” 

“When did you get so cold, Madi?” I roll my eyes. “You were like Bill’s second child. It’s like he’s lost both of his children. You were the last one to see Emmett. You owe it to him. You owe it to ME! I was there for you, remember. I did something for you, no one else would EVER do.” He’s yelling now. 

I put him on speaker phone, so I don’t have to hear him yell so loudly next to my ear. I see I have a notification from my bank—I click on it and tune out my dad, who is still yelling about something. I have heard it all before. 

A transfer from Layla has gone through to my account. We agreed on two payments, one now at the beginning and one after three months. At that time, she will evaluate if she wants to continue my services; that is, if I haven’t found her someone by then. Will I be able to find someone for her in just three months? 

“Dad,” I cut off his rant. “I am not going to come home anytime soon.” No matter what he says, no matter how loud he gets, I never cave, not when it comes to going back to Utah—even for a short visit. 

“I just don’t understand, Madi.” He has lowered his tone, but is still stern and angry. I do feel slightly bad. I know my dad did the best he knew how, raising me alone after Mom died, but I also don’t feel bad; I cannot go back there, no matter what. 

“You don’t have to Dad. I have to go. I’ll send some money.” I hang up the phone before he can say anything else. He will call in a few weeks, repeating this exact conversation. This is the only consistent thing I can count on him for. 

I take a  few breaths before focusing on Layla and finding her a date. I glance at my notes, refreshing my memory of her preferences: 
Age range: 27-35 
Height range: 5’5”+
Physical aspects: dark hair, athletic 

She focused more on personality than looks when we were discussing the type of man she wants in her life. 

Personality: must love dogs, care about health and being healthy, outgoing, love outdoors, love trying new restaurants, more spiritual than religious, wants a family, ready for a meaningful relationship 

I keep everything in mind while I swipe through profiles. Left is a no and right is a yes. So far, I have swiped most of them to the left; only about four or five of them got a right swipe. It seems like every time I put my phone down, Layla’s profile gains another 15 likes. I finally made it to the last five for today. 


Randy, 30, Houston
Bio: 



The bio is blank. There is no more information about him on the profile, except for four photos: one selfie, one full-body, one covering his face, and one close up of his face. Swipe left. 


Tony, 31, Engineer, Houston
Bio: Multi-business owner from Dallas looking for someone that isn’t afraid to be adventurous and fun. Love traveling, exploring new cities and cultures any time I get a chance! 
Looking for long-term relationship
6’
Grad school degree
No kids, but wants kids
From Dallas, Texas
Interests: Reading, Traveling, Dogs, Restaurants, Running
Prompt 1: If I could live anywhere in the world for one year, I would live…in France. 
Prompt 2: My favorite quote is… “Life teaches, love reveals.” 
Prompt 3: The 3 words that best describe me are…honest, creative, loving. 



“Okay, okay Tony. I see you with this complete profile.” I say aloud—I’ve been talking to myself a lot lately—I really should stop or at least get a cat. 

Tony’s first picture is a head shot of him clearly in business casual clothes. He is clean shaven, his dark brown hair styled short, his green eyes pierce through the camera. The next photo is a full-body photo of him in casual, but nice clothes, standing with the Houston night skyline behind him. The third and final photo is of Tony in workout clothes standing outside, in this photo you can see he is fit. I swipe right. 


Erik, 30, Inspector, Houston
Bio: A few words…impossible! Emojis the more the merrier or something like that *shrug emoji*
Looking for something casual



I don’t finish looking at the profile—swipe left. 


TJ, 29, Manager, Houston
Bio: Recently moved to Houston, show me around! 
Looking for something long-term
5’11”
College degree
No kids, but wants kids
From Kansas City, Missouri
Interests: Gym, Running, Basketball, Watching TV & Movies, Listening to Music
Prompt 1: The 3 words that best describe me are…strong, ambitious, kind



TJ’s first photo is of him sitting at a table, wearing a hat, smiling—he has a warm smile. I keep scrolling through the other photos. He has a gym photo that shows his full-body; thankfully, it’s not a cringey flex gym photo. I keep going; the next photo is with a friend; his friend is cute, focus Madison. His final photo is of him leaning up against a mural wall downtown. I swipe right on TJ. I can picture him taking Layla on a nice date. 


Leonard, 27, Talent Manager, Houston
Bio: I am a nature love—I love spending time outdoors and I’m also looking for a new hiking trail to explore. 
Looking for something long-terms
6’1”
College degree 
From Dallas, Texas
Interests: Hiking, Anime, Music, Reading



Leonard has five photos. They range from full-body to just his face to a few selfies. He has dark features and is very handsome. His jaw is defined and I think I can see abs through his shirt in one of the photos. While Layla didn’t focus on physical aspect, it’s all I have to go on in this application. Leonard would look good next to Layla—swipe right—we will see if his personality fits too. 

I have finally made it through all of the likes Layla has so far; I see private messages have come through already, which means the men have seen she liked their profiles as well. Instead of starting to respond, I close the application and throw my phone on the bed. The exhaustion hits me as I lay back, staring up at the ceiling, losing my thoughts in the fan. 









