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WHAT DO GUNS HAVE TO DO WITH DATING? MORE THAN YOU MIGHT  
REALIZE…AND IT’S TIME TO START TALKING ABOUT IT.
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You’ve watched pundits and 
politicos debate the issue. 
Maybe you’ve joined in the 
hashtag chorus, whether 
#NotOneMore or #ProGun. 
But in order to truly save 
lives, the conversation has to 
get intimate. “We need to 
start talking about gun safety 
in our relationships—now,” 
says Rob Valente, vice presi-
dent of policy for the National 
Domestic Violence Hotline. 

Nearly one-third of all U.S. 
households had at least one 
gun in 2014. And those weap-
ons are three times as likely to 
be owned by a man than a 
woman, according to a 2013 
Pew Research Center report. 
Does the person you’re dating 
own a firearm? Have you ever 
talked about gun safety? 

For Jessica, a 26-year-old 
in Sheridan, Illinois, shooting 
is a shared interest with her 
fiancé. “We talk about guns 
openly,” she says. “I know that 
he’s responsible.” But some 
women don’t even know 
where to start the conversa-
tion. Emily, a 21-year-old col-
lege student in Baltimore, 
says that “most younger peo-
ple have similar views on 
 issues like sex and birth con-
trol so those are generally less 
controversial topics. But a lot 
of people my age have differ-
ent views on guns, so it’s 
something that I’d be less 
likely to talk about openly.”

Cosmo talked to some 
women who love guns, some 
who loathe them, and a lot in 
between. And every woman 

agreed that she would want 
to know if the man she was 
dating owned a firearm. “I 
don’t want to look in a drawer 
for a towel and instead find a 
gun,” says Crystal, 23, who 
lives in New York City and is 
dating a police officer. 
Hudson, a 21-year-old stu-
dent from Orono, Minnesota, 
agrees. “I’d be alarmed if he 
did not feel comfortable talk-
ing about it,” she says.

That’s a smart instinct. 
While no one wants to imag-
ine her partner would hurt 
her, the stats tell another 
truth: 1 in 3 women will expe-
rience abuse in her lifetime, 
according to the CDC. Nearly 
1 in 5 may be stalked. And 
when a gun is present in a 
 domestic-violence situation, a 
study in the American 
Journal of Public Health 
found, it raises a woman’s risk 
for being killed by 500 per-
cent. Single women are espe-
cially vulnerable, because 
laws give them less protection 
than married women, argues 

So can  
we talk 
about  
your  
guns?”

“

Shannon Watts, founder of 
Moms Demand Action for 
Gun Sense in America, part 
of the gun-violence preven-
tion group Everytown for 
Gun Safety.

That’s why Cosmopolitan 
and Everytown are partnering 
for a campaign called Singled 
Out, to raise awareness 
among unmarried women  
of the risk for gun violence  
and the gaps in the law. Visit 
SingledOut.org for info and 
action you can take. And keep 
talking. Bringing up guns  
can be awkward, but as with  
abortion and STIs, you should 
know where your partner 
stands. “It’s crucial that single 
women understand the risk 
factors and tackle talking 
 directly about the role guns 
may play in their daily lives,” 
says Watts. “Being armed 
with the facts isn’t anti-gun, 
it’s pro-information. And  
it may save your life.” P
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 HE SAYS,   
“Nope, never would.” 

Consider it okay to 
move on to something 

 else awkward,  
like maybe his  

relationship with  
his mother. 

GOOD TALK

 HE SAYS, 
 “Yes.” This calls  

for some follow-ups.  
Be direct,  

says Weisser.  
KEEP TALKING

 HE SAYS,  
  “Oh, there’s a gun 

shop near my 
 house.” This indi-
cates he has legally 

 purchased a  
gun and passed 

 an FBI background 
 check. 
GOOD TALK

 HE SAYS,  
“My cousin  

sold it to me.”  
This might mean  

he can’t buy  
one himself. Cause  

for concern.
KEEP TALKING HE SAYS,   

“No. I’ve 
bought others 

from gun 
shops.” He’s 

passed an FBI 
check before.

GOOD TALK

 HE SAYS,  
“It’s locked away.” 
Viviana Golden-

berg, MD, a physi-
cian in Fayetteville, 
Georgia, says, “I 
 always ask my 

 patients, ‘Is his gun 
safely stored?’ It 
has to be kept 

 unloaded and sepa-
rate from  

ammunition.” (Still, 
if he is abusive  

and has the key to 
the safe box, the  
danger remains.)

GOOD TALK

 HE SAYS,   
“Yes.” This could be a 
red flag, says Weisser. 

There are various  
reasons people are  
denied guns (like a  

dishonorable discharge 
from the military),  

but it could indicate  
a protective order  

or domestic-violence  
conviction. 
KEEP TALKING

 HE SAYS, 
“My father took  

me hunting when  
I was a kid.”  
If he talks  

about guns as recre-
ation or a family  

tradition—“We always 
had guns growing  
up” or “I go target 
shooting with my 

friends”—those are 
signs of a lower  

risk for gun violence, 
Weisser says.  

GOOD TALK

 HE SAYS, 
“It’s under the seat of my car.”  

At best, a partner who leaves guns lying around 
 unlocked doesn’t respect the risk for an accident. “Safe 

gun owners probably don’t want their guns to be in  
people’s faces all the time,” says David Adams, the 

 cofounder of Emerge, an abuser intervention program, 
and author of Why Do They Kill? Men Who  

Murder Their Intimate Partners. “If you are in an  
abusive relationship and guns are always evident,  

that’s a continual passive threat.”
KEEP TALKING

  YOU SAY,  
“IS THERE A 

PROBLEM WITH 
YOUR GOING INTO  

A GUN SHOP  
  TO BUY A GUN?” 

 YOU SAY,  
“HOW DID   

 YOU GET IT?”

  YOU SAY, 
“DO YOU 
HAVE A    
GUN?” 

 YOU SAY,  
“SO WHY  

DID YOU GET   
  A GUN?”

 YOU SAY,  
“WHERE DO   
YOU KEEP  

   YOUR GUN?”  HE SAYS, 
“I need it to protect myself.”  

If his answer indicates  
he has bought that gun because  

he is concerned about  
personal safety, Weisser  

says it should give you some  
pause. Here’s why:  

“There are several responses  
to a potential crime,”  

Weisser says. “You can run, call 
911, or yell your head off.  

Studies show that these methods 
are as effective as pulling  
out a gun. So if this guy is  

indicating that he needs that  
gun to prevent him from  

being attacked, that means that  
he considers violence as a  

reasonable response.”
KEEP TALKING

WHAT YOU SHOULD ASK
WITH SO MANY GUN-RELATED STORIES IN THE HEADLINES, THE ISSUE OF GUNS MIGHT 

COME UP…OR YOU COULD EASILY BRING IT UP. DO IT EARLY IN THE RELATIONSHIP, 

SAYS MIKE WEISSER—A FORMER GUN SELLER IN MASSACHUSETTS KNOWN 

AS “MIKE THE GUN GUY” ON HIS HUFFINGTON POST BLOG. SAY EXACTLY THIS:



Gunsplainer  (n.) 
HOW TO TALK TO A 

Maybe you met him at a party, go to school with him, or overheard him at your local bar.  
He may even be your boyfriend. Meet the gunsplainers, who have a sole solution to the carnage 
of recent shootings: Arm yourself. In the words of Cam Edwards, host of a National Rifle 
Association web video and radio show, “The burden of stopping that assault is on the victim.” 
Scare tactics and victim blaming aren’t the way to keep all of us safe, so let’s change the debate.

|

Gunsplainer  (n.) 
1.  Someone (usually, 

although not always, a guy) 
who buys into myths 

propagated by the gun 
lobby; 2.  A small— 

but extreme—subset of  
gun owners that  

dominates conversations  
on gun violence.

THE GUNSPLANATION 
“She wouldn’t 

have been  
shot if she’d 
had a gun.” 
THE RESPONSE  
It’s cruel to second-

guess a victim. Homes 
with guns have more  

violence, no matter who 
owns them, studies 
show. And not all 

women would want to 
own a gun. We all  

deserve protection. 

THE GUNSPLANATION 

“More people  
are killed  

by baseball 
bats than by 

guns.”
THE RESPONSE 

Gun-law reform 
wouldn’t end violence 
against women—it’s  
a worldwide crisis.  
But FBI stats show 
about two-thirds  

of murders in 2014  
involved guns.

THE GUNSPLANATION 
“If guns cause  

violence, 
spoons cause 

obesity.”
THE RESPONSE  
Irresponsible owners 
cause gun violence. 
States with universal 
checks have fewer 
women killed by  

partners, Americans  
for Responsible 

Solutions reports.

THE GUNSPLANATION 
“The  

government  
is coming  

to take  
our guns!”

THE RESPONSE 
Millions of Americans 

buy guns each year, and 
background checks  

don’t change this. They 
keep weapons away from 
those who misuse them. 
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“How 
the  

hell did 
he get  
a gun?

he killed her and then drove 
to the Phoenix airport. That’s 
where police arrested him. 

Shannon Estes knew that 
Zubko had threatened her 
daughter. A stream of fright-
ening text messages had 
begun the night Shayley had 
filed the protective order. 
Zubko had sent Shayley’s 
roommate a text saying, “She 
will be brutally murdered, 
from Russia with love.”  

But Shayley had assured 
her mom that he was bluff-
ing. Estes certainly hadn’t 
thought he was capable of 
murdering her daughter nor 
could she imagine how he did 
it. “I never thought of a gun,” 
Estes explains. “I knew he 
never owned one.” Besides, 
Zubko was a Russian national 
and had been served a protec-
tive order. Neverthe less, 
Zubko had shot Shayley with 
a Sig Sauer handgun.  
In her deep grief, Estes’s  
first thought was How the  
hell did he get a gun?

This is a question we 
should all be asking every time 
a woman is killed by her inti-
mate partner. More than 
8,700 women were shot to 
death by their partners 
 between 2000 and 2013. And 
while violence within mar-
riages has gone down, “boy-
friends are becoming an 
 increasingly large proportion 
of those who commit inti-
mate-partner homicides,” says 
Shannon Frattaroli,  associate 
professor at the Johns 
Hopkins Bloomberg School of 
Public Health, Center for Gun 
Policy and Research.  

Meanwhile, Frattaroli 
says, our poorly written laws 
make women—particularly 
single women—more vulner-
able to gun violence than  
they need to be. Federal law 
does nothing to keep guns out 
of the hands of a large cate-
gory of abusive dating part-
ners and convicted stalkers. 
And even when they are  

hannon Estes 
awoke early last 
July 25 to three 

missed calls—2:35 a.m.,  
3 a.m., 4 a.m. She assumed it 
was a mistake. No one ever 
called the 45-year-old mother 
of five that late. She got up 
and made coffee before lis-
tening to the messages.  

The first two were from a 
detective from the Phoenix 
Police Department. Estes’s 
mind started racing—her 
sons were asleep at her home, 
and she had just seen Shayley, 
her 22-year-old daughter, the 
day before at the air-condi-
tioning company where 
Shayley worked as a manager. 

The third message was 
from a woman who said,  
“I’m very sorry for your loss. 
The suspect is in custody.”

Shannon started scream-
ing. Her boys came running 
to the room, Shannon recalls. 
“I sank to my knees and  
cried, ‘I think something  
happened to Shayley!’”

Soon detectives would  
call to confirm what she 
feared. Igor Zubko, Shayley’s 
26-year-old ex-boyfriend—
whom she had filed a protec-
tive order against 10 days  
earlier—had used his key to 
enter the house they once 
shared. He was waiting for 
her when she arrived home 
from work, according to the 
police report. Prosecutors say 

MEN WITH A HISTORY OF THREATS  

AND STALKING—SOME OF THEM 

NOT EVEN U.S. RESIDENTS—ARE  

FINDING IT ALL TOO EASY TO BUY  

WEAPONS IN THIS COUNTRY.  

GO INSIDE THE FIGHT TO CLOSE THE 

GUN-LAW LOOPHOLES THAT PUT  

SINGLE WOMEN AT RISK.

”

S
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prohibited from possessing 
guns, abusers and stalkers 
can evade the law by purchas-
ing guns from unlicensed  
private sellers without under-
going a background check. 

“Gun violence is a women’s 
issue,” says Kiersten Stewart, 
the Washington-based policy 
director of the organization 
Futures Without Violence. 
“The data tells us that guns 
take domestic violence from  
a black eye to a body bag.”

gor Zubko bought 
the gun he used to 
kill Shayley through 
Backpage.com, a 
website similar to 

Craigslist. Under current law, 
the seller did nothing illegal.  
But Shayley is dead, and pros-
ecutors are seeking the death 
penalty for Zubko, who has 
indicated a desire to plead 
guilty and is awaiting trial. 

Online sites have become 
the easiest way for criminals 
to evade the background 
check required at all federally 
licensed gun shops. Under the 
1994 Brady Bill, anyone who 
wants to buy a gun at a retail 
store has to fill out a form, 
which is run through an FBI 
 database. If the buyer has a 
clean record, he or she can 
proceed with the purchase. If 
he shows up in the system as a 
prohibitor—meaning he has a 
felony conviction or court- 
adjudicated mental illness, 
uses drugs, or is in the U.S. 
 illegally, among other rea-
sons—he cannot. The data-
base will also flag anyone con-
victed of a domestic-violence 
misdemeanor crime (such as 
 assault) or who has an active 
protective order against them. 

In a private sale—at a gun 
show, online, or between 
friends—none of these checks 

are required. “People who 
know they can’t pass a back-
ground check can find some-
one selling a gun, meet them 
in a parking lot, and exchange 
the gun for cash with no 
questions asked,” explains 
Elizabeth Avore, legal direc-
tor for Everytown for Gun 
Safety, the gun-violence pre-
vention organization. “The 
seller is doing nothing illegal. 
That’s a valid sale—and a 
glaring loophole.” 

Unlicensed sellers online 
are transferring tens of thou-
sands of guns each year to 
 domestic abusers and other 
prohibitors, according to an 
Everytown investigation, 
which also found that 1 in 30 
prospective buyers on 
Armslist.com, one of the most 
popular gun websites, had a 
prohibiting felony or a 
 domestic-violence history.   

The National Rifle 
Association, which advocates 
for gun rights, opposes 
 expansion of background 
checks. “Getting a gun is a 
constitutional right,” explains 
Catherine Mortensen, the 
NRA’s media liaison. “We 
want to ensure that anyone 
who is losing the constitu-
tional right has due process.” 
She cites a case where a 
woman reportedly being 
threatened by her ex sought 
to buy a gun, only to be killed 

during the waiting period. 
“We think a woman should 
have the right to defend  
herself,” Mortensen says.  

The current FBI database 
is incomplete, Mortensen 
says, with many mental-
health records and felony 
convictions missing. The 
NRA supports legislation to 
update it rather than expand 
its use. “Why would we want 
to expand a system that  
does not work?” she says,  
adding that “a lot of times, 
 domestic-violence perpetra-
tors are going to get their 
guns through some illegal 
channel anyway.” Rather than 
asking how to keep guns from 
them, she says, “The question 
more rightly is, how do you 
stop people from being abus-
ers? It is not about guns.”

Despite NRA opposition, 
there are increasing efforts to 
close the private-sale loop-
hole. In January, President 
Obama moved to expand 
checks by requiring anyone 
who sells large quantities of 
guns to become licensed. And 
18 states have gone further 
than federal law, requiring 
that all handgun sales be run 
through various state and 
federal databases. In those 
states, Avore says, 46 percent 
fewer women are shot to 
death by intimate partners. 
Still, without a national solu-
tion, criminals remain able to 
buy guns from a state with 
weak laws and bring them to 
states with stronger ones. 

(Ninety percent of weapons 
police recover after gun 
crimes in NYC come from out 
of state, notes Avore.) 

Current rules also leave 
intact the so-called boyfriend 
loophole. “Single women 
aren’t as protected,” Stewart 
says. “If your boyfriend 
abuses you but does not live 
with you or have a child with 
you, then that abuse is not 
 defined as domestic violence.” 
He would get a misdemeanor 
assault conviction, but it 
would not be entered into the 
background-check database. 
In short, your boyfriend 
could be arrested for hitting 
you one day and still legally 
buy a gun the next.

Since the early 1990s, 
when the Brady background-
check law was written, rela-
tionship demographics have 
changed. Women wait to get 
married or decide not to 
marry. They may live on their 
own, have more than one 
boyfriend, or date both 
women and men. “Changing 
the federal law to include all 
partners is the first step 
 toward protecting young 
women,” says Stewart. 

I
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Nine states and 
Washington, D.C., have  
recognized dating partners 
in the definition of domestic 
 violence. In Congress, 
Senator Amy Klobuchar  
(D-MN) and Representative 
Debbie Dingell (D-MI) have 
drafted bills (and have both 
found Republican cospon-
sors) that would address the 
loophole. “It’s a pretty simple 
fix,” Avore  explains. “Just add 
boyfriend to the definition.”  
 

he word 
stalker should 
be added too. 
“Right now, 
people con-

victed of misdemeanor stalk-
ing can still buy guns,” says 
Marium Durrani, the public 
policy attorney at the 
National Network to End 
Dating Violence, “and stalk-
ing is most often an intimate 
crime. It could be someone 
you worked with or dated.”

Jitka Vesel, a 36-year-old 
translator in Chicago, met 
the man who would become 
her stalker through the 
 online video game World of 
Warcraft. Dmitry Smirnov, 
26, was a fellow immigrant 
from Eastern Europe.  
He had settled in British 
Columbia, Canada, where he 
was a college student. After 
befriending Vesel online in 
2008, Smirnov mentioned he 
would be touring the States 
that winter. She invited  
him to stay with her family  
in Chicago for Christmas. 

Theresa O’Rourke, Vesel’s 
best friend since childhood, 
barely recalls meeting him 
that holiday. “He was a quiet, 
geeky sort of guy,” she says. 
“He was not her boyfriend, 
but he wanted to be.” 

When Smirnov returned 
to Canada, he began to send 
incessant e-mails and texts, 
according to a harassment 
report Vesel filed with police 
in Illinois. Vesel asked him  
to stop. When he wouldn’t, 

O’Rourke says her friend 
stopped engaging entirely. 
“She changed her telephone 
number and contacted the 
game people so he couldn’t 
contact her there anymore,” 
O’Rourke says. Because he 
was Canadian, her local 
 police suggested she call the 
authorities there. She did, 
according to Benjamin 
Kadolph, a sergeant with 
the Oak Brook Police who 
worked on the case. 

That did not stop 
 Smir nov from entering the 
United States in April 2011. 
Smirnov found a .40 caliber 
Smith and Wesson handgun 
for sale on Armslist.com  
and arranged to collect it in 
Washington, court records 
show. The seller, Benedict 
Ladera, later admitted to the 
police that he knew Smirnov 
was not a U.S. resident.  
In fact, he pocketed an extra 
$200 because of this. 

Smirnov paid a home-
less man to buy him 
 ammunition and drove  
to Chicago. He secretly 
stalked Vesel for a week, 
and even put a GPS  
device on her car, before 
 approach ing her in the 
parking lot of her work-
place. He shot her 11 times. 

O’Rourke was so angry 
that Smirnov had been  
able to buy a gun that she 
reached out to the Brady 
Campaign to ask what she 
could do. The group worked 
with Vesel’s brother to file  
a lawsuit against Armslist 
.com. “When Jitka got her 
citizenship, she was so 
proud!” O’Rourke says. “I 
was pissed because America 
failed her. We need to take 
violence seriously. I don’t 
ever want to hear ‘Well, if 
she had a gun.’ Her having  
a gun was not going to  
save her life. His not  
getting one would have.”

RED FLAGS 
FOR GUN 

VIOLENCE
AN ABUSIVE 

RELATIONSHIP

Signs of an unsafe  
relationship include a shift 

from ultra-charming to  
controlling behavior and  

attempts to isolate  
you or monopolize your 
time, says David Adams, 

author of Why Do  
They Kill? Whether it’s  
about sex or any other 

issue, ask yourself, Can  
I say no without his  

making an issue of it?

HE HAS THREATENED 

YOU WITH HIS GUN

 This could include  
waving it or holding it 
while berating you.  

“If he gets his gun after  
a bad fight, perhaps  
to clean it or put it in  

his pocket,” says Adams,  
“this is another way  

of saying, ‘I have  
this and I will use it.’”

HE HAS MADE 

SUICIDE THREATS

“You have to think  
homicide as well if he  

is already thinking about  
suicide,” Adams says.

ALCOHOL PLUS 

EXTREME JEALOUSY

“One-third of the killers  
who I interviewed were  

what I call jealous 
drunks,” Adams explains.  

“Alcohol fueled their  
jealous ruminations.” 

Unemployment can also 
give someone more  
time to brood over a  

volatile situation.

YOU’VE LEFT A BAD 

RELATIONSHIP

People often ask,  
“Why didn’t she leave?” In 

fact, many victims of  
relationship gun violence 

had left. The most  
dangerous time for a 

woman is the period of 
time after a breakup. 

If any of this sounds 
 familiar, the  

National Domestic 
Violence Hotline  

at 800-799-SAFE  
has trained experts  
to help you create  

a safety plan.

T

Smirnov pleaded guilty 
to stalking and murder and 
was sent to prison for life. 
That did not bring O’Rourke 
peace. Nor did the criminal 
case against Ladera, who 
also pleaded guilty and was 
sentenced to a year in 
prison. “I believe this weighs 
heavily on him,” she says, 
“but I have not found for-
giveness. His bad choices led 
to my friend’s death.” 

The Armslist lawsuit 
failed in court, but it was the 
first of its kind, landing  
coverage in the New York 
Times. One day later, Adam 
Lanza stormed Sandy Hook 
elementary school and killed 
26 people and himself. 

It is horrifying acts like 
these—in Newtown, 
Charles ton, San Bernardino, 
and too many others to 
bear—that we think about 
when we use the term gun 
violence. Yet it is much more 
likely for a woman to be 
killed by  her partner in this 
country than by a loner with 
mental illness or a  jihadist 
 attack. When Everytown 
 analyzed all the mass shoot-
ings since 2009, the majority 
were domestic-violence 
 related. And the group found 
that in states that require 
background checks, there 
are fewer mass shootings.

Finding ways to keep 
guns out of the hands of 
abusers—particularly in the 
danger period right after a 
breakup—should be our 
 urgent priority, says David 
Adams, author of Why  
Do They Kill? Adams is the 
 cofounder of Emerge, an 
abuser intervention pro-
gram, and has spent 30 
years working with and 
 interviewing men who hurt 
women. “People say, ‘If he 
didn’t kill her with a gun, he 
would have killed her any-
way,’” Adams says. “For my 
book, I asked all the killers I 
interviewed, ‘Would you 
have killed her if you did not 
have a gun?’ Eleven out of 14 
killers said absolutely not.” ■ 


