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Review: In My Dreams I Hold a Knife by
Ashley Winstead
There is something inherently terrifying about high school and college reunions. The pressure to
present a perfect, successful version of yourself to people who knew you when you were young,
vulnerable, and messy is a universal anxiety. But in Ashley Winstead’s explosive debut novel, In
My Dreams I Hold a Knife, the stakes at a ten-year reunion are much higher than just comparing
salaries or waistlines. The cost of admission is facing a cold-blooded murder that has been haunting
a group of friends for a decade.

This novel sits comfortably at the intersection of a psychological thriller and "dark academia," a
genre that delights in the aesthetics of higher education—ivy-covered walls, exclusive cliques, and
intellectual arrogance—while exposing the rot underneath. Winstead takes these tropes and
sharpens them into a dangerous weapon, giving readers a story that is as much about the darkness of
female ambition as it is about finding a killer.

The Premise: A Reunion Drenched in Blood
The story revolves around Jessica Miller. Ten years ago, she was a student at the prestigious
Duquette University. She was part of an exclusive, tight-knit group known as the "East House
Seven." They were the golden children of the campus: beautiful, intelligent, and seemingly
inseparable. That is, until their senior year, when one of their own, Heather Shelby, was brutally
murdered in her dorm room.

The crime tore the group apart. Jack, Heather's boyfriend and a member of the group, was the prime
suspect but was never convicted due to a lack of evidence. The case went cold, the friends
scattered, and the East House Seven became a tragic legend on campus.

Now, a decade later, the remaining six are returning for their ten-year reunion. Jessica Miller is no



longer the insecure girl she was in college. She has meticulously crafted a new life. She is wealthy,
stunning, and successful. She returns to Duquette with a singular goal: to prove to everyone that she
is finally enough. She wants them to see her perfection.

However, the reunion is hijacked. Heather’s brother, Eric, has never stopped looking for the truth.
He corners the group and reveals he has new evidence. He is determined to find out which one of
them killed his sister, and he isn't letting anyone leave until the truth is spilled.

Jessica Miller: The Unlikable Narrator We Need
The strongest element of this book is undoubtedly its protagonist, Jessica Miller. In the world of
literature, we are often fed heroines who are inherently good, moral, or at least justifiable in their
actions. Jessica is none of these things. She is a refreshing dose of cold ambition and deep-seated
insecurity. She is what many readers might call an "unlikable female protagonist," but that label
simplifies a very complex character study.

Jessica is obsessed with appearances. Her internal monologue is a constant stream of calculations
regarding her weight, her makeup, her clothes, and how others perceive her. She views every
interaction as a competition she must win. This might make her sound shallow, but Winstead does
an excellent job of showing why Jessica is this way. We see her past, her feelings of inadequacy
compared to the effortless grace of her friends, and her desperate need to be someone of
consequence.

It is rare to find a thriller where the internal landscape of the detective—or in this case, the
suspect/narrator—is as gripping as the murder mystery itself. Jessica’s "darkness" isn’t just a plot
device; it is the engine of the story. Her envy of Heather, even years after Heather's death, drives
her actions. Winstead challenges the reader to root for a woman who is selfish, vain, and
manipulative, simply because she is also a survivor fighting for her life.

The East House Seven: Friends or Enemies?
The dynamic of the friend group is central to the plot. The "East House Seven" represents the
quintessential toxic friend group. On the surface, during their college years, they were a family.
They shared secrets, beds, and dreams. But as the narrative peels back the layers of the past, we
see the cracks in the foundation.

The characters fall into specific archetypes often found in campus dramas, yet they feel fleshed out
enough to keep the reader guessing:

Jack: The golden boy, the boyfriend of the victim, and the man whose life was ruined by
suspicion.
Coop: The chaotic wild card who always seems to be hiding something behind a drug-fueled
haze.
Mint: The wealthy, arrogant athlete who believes his status protects him from consequences.
Frankie: The star athlete struggling with his own identity and the pressure to perform.
Courtney: The quiet one who seems to fade into the background, observing more than she
says.
Heather: The victim, who is present through flashbacks. She is revealed not as a saint, but as
a complex person who wielded her own power within the group.



The chemistry between these characters is electric and dangerous. Winstead captures the specific
intensity of college friendships—the way you can love and hate someone simultaneously, the way
boundaries blur, and how secrets become a currency of intimacy.

Structure and Pacing
The novel utilizes a dual timeline structure, alternating between "Now" (the reunion weekend) and
"Then" (their college years leading up to the murder). This is a common technique in modern
thrillers, but it is used effectively here. The flashbacks are not just filler; they provide crucial
context that recontextualizes what is happening in the present.

In the "Now" timeline, the tension is claustrophobic. The characters are essentially trapped on
campus, forced to confront Eric and each other. It has the feel of a locked-room mystery. The
pacing is rapid, with short chapters that often end on cliffhangers, compelling the reader to say, "just
one more chapter."

The "Then" timeline unfolds slowly, building a sense of dread. We know Heather dies. We know
the group falls apart. Watching them hurdle toward that inevitable tragedy creates a sense of tragic
irony. We see the small betrayals and the petty jealousies that eventually snowball into violence.

Themes of Ambition and Perfection
While the question of "who killed Heather?" drives the plot, the thematic heart of the book is about
the cost of perfection. Jessica’s journey is a commentary on the pressure placed on women to be
everything at once: beautiful, smart, career-oriented, and effortlessly cool.

The title, In My Dreams I Hold a Knife, is metaphorical but also visceral. It speaks to the hidden
rage that many of the characters carry. Jessica holds a knife in her dreams because, in her waking
life, she has to smile and play the game. The university setting amplifies this. Duquette is described
as a place that demands excellence, where weakness is not tolerated. This environment acts as a
pressure cooker for the characters' worst impulses.

Winstead explores how ambition can rot a person from the inside out. For Jessica, the desire to be
"special" is a hunger that can never be satisfied. The book asks difficult questions: How far would
you go to protect the life you’ve built? What would you sacrifice to remain at the top?

Atmosphere and Setting
The setting of Duquette University is vivid and atmospheric. The author paints a picture of a
campus that is beautiful but imposing. The gothic architecture, the biting cold of the reunion
weekend, and the shadows of the East House create a moody backdrop perfect for a noir story. The
setting feels like a character in itself, holding the memories and the blood of the past.

Readers who enjoy the aesthetic of The Secret History by Donna Tartt or If We Were Villains by
M.L. Rio will find a similar vibe here, though Winstead’s writing style is more commercial and
faster-paced. It leans heavier into the thriller elements than the philosophical musings of Tartt,
making it a more accessible, albeit trashier (in a good way), read.

Reception and Final Thoughts



Since its release, the book has garnered significant attention in the thriller community. Readers on
platforms like Goodreads often praise the addictive quality of the writing. The general consensus is
that once you start, it is nearly impossible to put down. The twists are generally regarded as
surprising, with an ending that lands with a satisfying emotional punch.

However, it is worth noting that some readers struggle with the toxicity of the characters. If you
need a protagonist you can root for in a traditional sense, Jessica Miller might be a challenge. She is
abrasive and makes questionable moral choices. But for those who enjoy complex female anti-
heroines, she is a triumph.

The mystery itself holds up well. While experienced thriller readers might guess some aspects of
the resolution, the "whydunit" is just as compelling as the "whodunit." The unraveling of the night of
the murder is handled with precision, ensuring that all the loose ends are tied up by the final page.

Ashley Winstead has established herself as a writer to watch with this debut. She demonstrates a
keen understanding of human psychology, particularly the darker corners of the female experience.
She writes with a sharp, biting wit that cuts through the pretenses of her characters.

In summary, In My Dreams I Hold a Knife is a sharp, jagged little pill of a novel. It is a story about
the friends who know us best and the secrets that can destroy us. It is a look at the violence of
growing up and the desperate lengths we go to in order to reinvent ourselves. If you are looking for
a thriller that mixes the intellectual pretension of dark academia with the pacing of a blockbuster
movie, this book is a must-read.
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