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      Kore skids to her husband’s body. The skin on her knees scrapes and tears on the sidewalk—a hot press to the childish burns.

      Her voice comes out broken, hoarse. “Leo? Leo, wake up!” Limp, he doesn’t respond.

      Far off, Kore hears a siren. She imagines it’s for them, and someone is rushing their way with a gurney and defibrillator, oxygen, needles, bandages, and bags of O-negative. Thick warmth oozes beneath her fingers as she tries to staunch the bleeding. Leo’s stomach and chest are covered in the cheap merlot they toasted with on their wedding day because he hates champagne.

      Her screams fall flat in the oceanic silence of a childless cul de sac Sunday afternoon. Leo’s chest hasn’t risen; it’s as still as the vanity rocks beside their mailbox.

      Kore knows the moment her lips touch his that he’s gone. She just kissed these lips; they moved with hers, warm from a late morning coffee and chapped from the too-cold Spring.

      Taking a deep inhale, she offers her life to him. Two breaths, three. Kore realizes she can’t remember how to properly perform rescue breathing. Four breaths, six. She presses on his ribcage, and her hands slip. It happens again with the second compression.

      Nothing’s happening. “Wake up, Leo! Get up! Don’t do this to me! I love⁠—”

      Kore presses a kiss against his bloody chest as she does every morning, only this time without the expectation that it will rouse him. She surrenders to the already lost battle and briefly wonders if she’ll be able to hear sirens over her pounding heart—now beating for two.
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      Clarence closes his leather notebook with the pen still inside and wraps the worn cord around it. He can keep track from inside his house, or he can keep track from outside his house. Given that the police will knock on his door soon enough, he may as well glean more information directly from the horses’ mouths.

      He grabs the long-handled umbrella he pretends is for rain and not because he’s too stubborn to get a cane, then steps into the bright sun and calamity of the crime scene his neighbor’s yard has become.

      One of the male officers scribbles on an office supply store notepad as people talk to him. He glances up, nods, writes; rinse and repeat, just like Clarence.

      Most of his neighbors beat him to the punch, already closing in on Kore and Leo’s home. They politely nod to him—not wanting to make the moment social in any way—while a plain-faced female officer is none-too-politely pushing back onlookers coming from nearby streets to gawk at the cul de sac's tragedy.

      Clarence steps to the far edge of the tape and listens to the smitten doughy officer go over what he knows. “The wife was on the phone with her sister—Persephone and Moira, respectively. Persephone goes by Kore. The husband was out getting the mail. The husband’s name was Leo. Kore said he’d been gone for too long, and she was concerned. When Kore went outside, she found him like that.” The officer hitches a stub of a thumb towards the body with a blonde in a lab coat hovering over it. “The victim has been stabbed, but Linda is still trying to figure out how many times.” Clarence jots down that Linda must be the medical examiner. “Kore tried mouth-to-mouth resuscitation—said she knew he was dead, but she quote, ‘had to try; he’s my husband.’ Then she screamed until two neighbors came out. The caller was her neighbor Clarence Neddermeyer at 593. Have you heard the 9-1-1 call yet? Calling her a vampire and the like? It does paint a picture. Anyhow, he said very little and hung up. Never did say his name, though. But he’s the only one who lives at that address. He just wanted on and off the phone quickly, is what I think. Sometimes you don’t have time for pleasantries. On the other hand, maybe he just didn’t want to get involved, wanted to keep his name out of it. Can’t blame him. The other neighbor… Um, Ninny. Yes, Ninny—over there—waited with Kore; she lives in the pink house across the way.” The officer is clearly pleased with himself, as if his summary was exceptional.

      The detectives find it adequate, nod once, and wander to the front stoop where Kore is sobbing loudly.

      Clarence uses the moment to sneak to the mailbox. I shouldn’t touch it, but it’s open. He sighs with relief. Not needing to worry about fingerprints, he glances at it from the side and the front. Nothing out of the ordinary—a bill, a credit card offer, mailers. While everyone seems occupied, he sneaks a balled-up hand past the mail to the small listening device in the back. He pulls it back and slips it into his pocket. That could have been a major problem for him.

      Taking stock of his surroundings, Clarence notices that Ninny is wearing a sky blue pajama set with clouds, even at this almost afternoon hour. Geraldine’s husband is home this week, which is the first time in three weeks and two days, if Clarence recalls correctly. Linh has a full face of makeup plastered in place—more around her left cheek and the bridge of her nose—and her hair is pulled back in the severe ponytail it usually is. Clarence clenches the handle of his umbrella. I’ve offered to help.

      He’s just begun to move towards Constantine and her two homeschooled teenagers, dressed in too-short pants and faded t-shirts, when he hears the Asian detective introduce herself to Kore. Leo’s blood is coagulating on her shirt, drying on her skin, crusting off of her mouth and cheeks.

      “Detective Charlotte Park,” she says. Clarence wonders if it’s as odd as he thinks it is that she gives her first name too. Maybe it’s to humanize her—another note for the book.

      The detectives are sorry for her loss. To that, Kore’s mute.

      Slowly, Clarence moves towards the large tree that separates Kore and Leo’s house and a neighbor’s. Behind it, he can hear much better.

      “When you can, tell us what happened in your own words.” The female detective—Detective Charlotte Park—has a pleasant voice, soft but strong with a hint of Korean influence.

      Kore takes her time answering, swallowing hard before she begins. “We were watching television when my sister Moira called. We’d just finished a documentary about…” Kore’s volume drops to a whisper, and a sardonic laugh accompanies her free-falling tears. They darken the drying blood on her face.

      The detective responds. She and her partner—name still unknown—fade in and out in a volume Clarence can barely hear. Kore’s head droops from scorned child to doll with a broken neck as they speak; flattened curls dangle into her swollen, horror movie poster face.

      Composing herself, Kore starts again, “I started talking… He was only supposed to be gone for five…” Kore’s voice rises with anger, as she says, “I figured he was talking to a neighbor.” As quickly as she puffed, she deflates like a balloon.

      “Take your time,” Ginger says supportively.

      “I walked past the window… I didn’t see… But it was taking a while…” Kore hiccups, and sobs wrack her body.

      “… calling his name. He wasn’t moving, and there was blood…” She either gets quiet or goes silent for a moment, and Clarence can no longer hear her. He already feels lucky for what he’s been able to hear. It’s much more than expected.

      It takes him a moment to realize why. At first, he figures the scene is understaffed. That thought is quelled quickly as he realizes more police have arrived; they are fending off reporters. Clarence must have snuck in under the wire, which means that at any moment, he’ll be exposed.

      “Let me through! I’m her sister!” A woman Clarence knows to be Kore’s sister Moira rushes through the growing mass of people. “We were on the phone together! Oh, God! Leo…” Moira’s voice breaks.

      Out of view, Clarence only knows that she stops talking.

      He hazards one last glance at a crying Kore. Moira, still mute with shock, is holding her hand.

      Another wave of tears stream down, and Kore pushes a stubborn, sticky curl behind her ear. “… I was just screaming for help… anyone to save… husb—” Hiccuping sobs cut her short, and for a moment, she’s lost in grief. After taking a few deep breaths to compose herself, she continues. “Who am I without him? Why would I want to stay if he’s…?” Kore spaces out with that, as if imagining a world without them in it. “It took so long… so fucking long before anyone came… Or… not? Maybe I… How can this be happening?”

      As Kore talks, Clarence notices the red on her teeth. He guesses it’s from laying her face on Leo’s bloodied chest. The color reminds him of the time she ate an elf cookie at the cul de sac's annual ugly sweater cookie party, and its decoration stained her mouth. Everyone had a good laugh about Thom going behind Sarah to add more food coloring. This taints that memory.

      Clarence imagines what the photos the press are furiously snapping will look like—a woman with blood on her shirt, hands, face, lips, and even on her teeth. If anything encourages the press to call her a “vampire,” capturing this moment will do it. He knows this is partially his fault. Especially since Clarence went and put the words right into their mouths. His 9-1-1 call, the police scanner, they all spur people that listen to and follow accident reports like hounds.

      JNW News, the most famous news station in the city, has sent their best and brightest to report: Phillip Greaves. He’s telling what is sure to be a captive audience the little that he knows, while three other vaguely familiar newscasters do the same, and a wiry woman with wet, stringy hair screams something unintelligible at Kore. That’s Clarence’s cue.

      He slips away, weaving through the reporters and onlookers, neighbors and near-neighbors. By the time he’s made it across the street to his house, Kore is being driven away by the police, Moira’s little blue car following closely behind.

      More than half of the neighbors and press disperse as soon her head of curly hair in the back of the police car is out of sight. Now that The Vampire Widow is gone, what’s the point in sticking around? He pictures Kore’s face covered in Leo’s blood on the front of every newspaper in the city, the headline story for every local news station. It may not be as remarkable as some other crimes happening at this very moment, but the visuals are stunning. The few times that he leaves the house, Clarence doesn’t want to see Kore’s bloody face plastered all over the city.

      After the circus has become a small county fair, Clarence is addressed by the pleasant voice he heard only moments ago. He knew it would happen, but he hoped he would have time to prepare.

      “Hello. Do you live around here?” Detective Charlotte Park asks, sidling up beside him.

      Clarence tugs at his jacket’s zipper, pulling it up to cover the last two inches of his saggy skin. “Yes, ma’am. I live here. I’m the one that called.” Clarence knows he might as well admit it. They have his name and address. Please don’t search my house.

      “Sorry, I didn’t get your name,” Detective Charlotte Park says.

      “Clarence Neddermeyer.”

      “Nice to meet you, Mr. Neddermeyer. I’m Detective Park, and this is my partner, Detective Haddon.” Clarence notes the absence of first names. At least he knows Ginger’s name now.

      A square jaw bone attached to a flat forehead nods. “Yes, nice to meet you.”

      “Tell us, Mr. Neddermeyer, what made you call 9-1-1?” Detective Park asks.

      Tucking a piece of too-long brittle gray hair behind his ear, he says, “I heard Kore screaming about Leo being stabbed. I wasn’t sure if anyone else had called. I thought that we didn’t need another Kitty Genovese case—especially not with such a lovely couple.” Damnit. Clarence didn’t mean to make it sound like he would be okay with it in another circumstance with a less lovely couple. Detective Haddon’s face has turned hard with the comment, and Clarence knows this isn’t going well, so he says, “But I wasn’t out already.”

      “Do you remember what time that was?” Detective Park asks.

      Yes. 11:43. “Don’t you have that in a report?” Clarence asks back. He recognizes too late that it’s a snarkier question than he meant it to be. Oh, well. What’s done is done.

      “Of course. I was just wondering if you glanced at your stove clock on the way out, or maybe you were wearing a watch,” Detective Park suggests, smoothing a flyaway hair from her tight ponytail.

      “No, sorry, Detective,” Clarence says. He stretches and fakes a wince, aiming to appear as if he feels as old as he looks. Neither of them believe him; he can tell.

      Detective Haddon redirects. “What can you tell us about the Hockins couple?”

      Phillip Greaves sees the detectives spending time with Clarence and inches closer with his microphone outstretched.

      Dropping his voice a little, Clarence says, “Fine neighbors. Leo’s a good man. Kore’s nice enough—a loud personality, at times.” He chews on his cheek for a moment. In a neighborhood like this one, he suspects they will get more opinions than anything. That doesn’t mean he’ll share his notebook. “Glad I could help,” Clarence adds unprompted, hoping they’ll let him go sooner. The longer he stays outside, the harder it will be to recount the scene inside. He leans on his umbrella, trying to look tired and pained.

      “Us too,” Detective Park says with a smile. “We have a few more questions but don’t want to keep you on your feet. May we come in? It shouldn’t take too long.”

      Clarence can’t believe he didn’t think about that. Of course they would still want to ask him things. And now, he has to either suddenly pretend he isn’t feeble or allow them into his house. Then again, with JNW News hovering, the detectives may have insisted either way.

      Clarence thinks about the downstairs of his house, scans the furniture and floor in his mind, looking for notebooks or listening devices. He’s almost certain it’s free of anything that could make him look guilty of anything except forgetting to dust. That’s been a problem of his since he was a child, so there’s nothing unusual there.

      “Of course,” he says, leading the way.

      When they get to the stoop, he scrubs his shoes on the holiday mat in front of the door, hoping to indicate that the detectives should do the same. They follow suit, and Clarence sees the Easter Bunny’s face get marred with dirt clods from Detective Park’s ankle boots.

      Inside, simple couches and standard four-legged, flat-topped side tables greet them. The coffee table in the center of the room boasts a perfect watermark. Three framed postcards of boats hang above the couch like stair steps into a backyard—stubby and uneven. There are no other frills in Clarence’s living room. As he waits for their first move, he knows they are taking note of this.

      Detective Park speaks first. She smooths back the same flyaway from moments before, still desperate to break free of her ponytail. “Why don’t you tell us about this afternoon? Start from what you were doing before you heard Mrs. Hockins.”

      “I was reading,” Clarence says. “I like silence when I read, and this is a quiet cul de sac, so that’s pretty easy to get in the middle of the day. I heard her scream and looked out the window. Then I called 9-1-1.”

      They wait; Clarence says nothing. They still wait, now in a stalemate. As far as he’s concerned, that’s all there is.

      “Why didn’t you go wait with her?” Detective Haddon asks.

      “When I looked out after I got off the phone, Ninny was already there. They are much closer, so I thought it might overwhelm her.”

      Detective Park points out that Clarence came out when they arrived—not when the responding offers did. I’m supposed to go unnoticed.

      Scratching at a dark skin tag on his neck, he says, “Right. In case you needed me.”

      “So, are you not close with the Hockins?” Detective Park asks in an accusatory way.

      “We’re friendly,” Clarence says.

      “What about your other neighbors?” Detective Haddon asks, with only a glance towards his partner.

      The question is open to interpretation, so Clarence keeps it simple. “We’re friendly too,” he says, steadying his speeding heartbeat by thinking of his upstairs room and bookshelves filled with notebooks. “I keep to myself. But I do join in the reindeer games for potlucks and barbecues.” Insert sad smile. Nothing to see here. I’m just a sad old hermit.
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      Kore never liked to be too aware of the time. She didn’t like losing track of it either—a nasty habit she and her sister Moira had. She wanted time to be like a good blanket on a couch—easily accessible, not obtrusive, and able to blend into the background if she so chooses.

      The flaw in this thinking weighs on her like her fifteen-pound cat Livvi used to—only Livvi’s weight brought comfort. Ten minutes flew by in a blink. Time was so unobtrusive that she lost track of it, again; then suddenly, her husband was dead.

      Moira hands her a clean t-shirt and pair of jeans that are a size too big. She ran home to get them while Kore’s were being collected in case they were needed for evidence. Kore wanted to know if that meant she was a suspect, if that meant they didn’t believe her, but all she got was a canned response: “It’s routine, ma’am.”

      She knew from watching true crime shows with Leo that the spouse is always the first suspect. But surely in her case it’s obvious that she’s innocent. Why would they need her clothes, her DNA, a swab of every part of her that touched Leo? I’m the one who found him, for fuck’s sake.

      Moira stands beside Kore, surveying her as if she’s looking for bruises. Moira’s army green nail polish splashes against her white and black purse as she drums along the side of it. Kore’s own nails draw her attention away from putting on the new shirt. They aren’t long enough to click and clack on a keyboard, just long enough to allow her husband’s blood to pool and dry under them. Now, she has dark instead of white fingernail tips and a rusty line at her nail bed. She’s not sure if she wants to clean what’s left after the extensive scraping the police just did. It’s Leo, how he lived, what kept him alive.

      Vibration comes from Moira’s purse, and she answers it. She’s been quiet—blissfully, at first—for a while now. But it would be nice if she said something, anything to Kore.

      Moira touches her shoulder with one hand and types on her phone with the other. “How did it go?” she asks, as if they are at a doctor’s checkup, not a police station relinquishing clothes drenched in Leo’s blood.

      “I can’t… It was… horrible,” Kore finally says.

      Using short instructions, a cold woman took Kore’s clothes after she photographed, swabbed, scraped, and sampled Kore’s mouth, arms, hands, naked scuffed knee, and under the nails she can’t stop looking at. And now Moira is too busy to make sure that Kore can dress without slumping to the floor.

      The pain as she bends her knees to put the jeans on is a trigger to the moment she saw Leo.

      Her mind is fogged by the memory; it seems so close and yet lightyears away as they walk to the car. Moira must have put her seatbelt on for her, because when a car honks and frees her from the image of her husband’s bloodied chest, Kore is strapped in a car beside the erratic driver known as her sister, and Moira’s phone is vibrating. Kore glances at her sister for a moment as she answers it. Age has treated her like a male and made her more beautiful. Tawny skin and a mess of curls she got from Kore’s Black stepfather have made her the envy of Kore since she first came into this world. Now that her thin face has rounded a little and her harsh cheekbones have become apple-like, Kore can’t help but hate her biological father even more than she does for walking out on her and her mother for giving her knobby knees and translucent skin everywhere except her face and arms. She’s always felt like an alien when naked. Luckily, his genes didn’t interfere with her curls—long, blonde spirals. They don’t have their own shadow, but at least she wasn’t handed her bio-dad’s stringy, flat mop.

      One of those curls slips into Kore’s face, and she sees a clot of blood. Her stomach rolls, and her body flashes cold. Kore’s life is in shambles now. This morning, her life was a completed puzzle of a couple on a bench in a backyard scene. The edges were sharp and defined, each blade of grass fitting together perfectly. It wasn’t flashy, not worth hundreds of dollars, no bright colors or oddly shaped pieces in sight, but it was whole. She and Leo spent years putting it together. In the time that she so carelessly cast away to hear about Moira’s girlfriend Holly stopping by her house again, someone tore it apart; they created a gaping hole. Both puzzle pieces that made up the husband have been stolen. Edge pieces are no longer crisp and clear, hacked at by the blunt safety scissors of a murderer’s hand. Grass pieces so carefully matched up have been scrambled. It’s a useless image now. Is it worth putting it back together now that half of the focal point is gone?

      Through a grief-created tunnel, she hears her sister on her phone. “I can’t either— Well, no, she’s— Maybe you should— No, not yet— Fine, fine. I get it. Love you too.”

      Given how many times Moira was cut off, Kore bets that was Mom and Dad. Does it even matter?

      “Kore?” Moira sounds far away. “Hello? I just need you to nod. Do you want to stay in a motel tonight?” Wild curls nod at her from the driver’s seat, waiting for her to imitate.

      Kore parrots the motion.Was there ever a question? How could she stay where Leo’s blood stains the sidewalk? “I don’t care where we sleep,” she says, her voice caught between breathless exhaustion and strangled with emotion. Neck heavy with grief, Kore’s head tugs her body into a hunch. “And tell Mom and Dad not to come yet. I can’t. I really can’t.” It’s not that she doesn’t love her parents, but other mourners hovering around her is too much to think about, let alone deal with.

      “Sure, okay,” Moira says with an almost hostess level of chipper. Other than whatever’s happening on her phone irritating her, she doesn’t seem to be affected. Leo’s murder hasn’t changed her mood.

      Kore and Moira talk on the phone every few days, yet Kore has never loved her sister as much as she wants to, as much as she feels she ought to. It’s no fault of their parents or Moira even herself. Their mother is a saint, and Kore loves her stepfather more than most people love their biological dads—so much so, she started calling him Dad within three months of him marrying her mom. It’s just the way things are, it seems. Kore can’t explain the disconnect she has with Moira. As the seconds tick by with no tears or visible grief, anger creeps in. If that feeling gets too far gone, if it turns to hate, Kore will be alone in the world then, and there really will be no reason to put her puzzle back together.

      Moira speeds up and whips in front of a sports car. “You know Mom and Dad will still come,” she says.

      Kore is on the Knight Bus, envisioning row after row of sleeping wizards behind her to calm herself. With every new honk and curse word, unexpected swerve and jerk, it becomes increasingly harder to remain unfocused on her environment. “Don’t let them,” Kore says, with the little bit of energy she has. How am I talking? Leo is dead.

      Moira doesn’t seem phased by her own erratic driving. “I’ll do what I can. So, who was on that list you gave the detective?” she asks.

      The detectives gave Kore homework: make a list of everyone who may want to hurt Leo. It was short; everyone loves… loved him. Kore’s head swam as she wrote down the few names of people he’d gotten in arguments with lately. The why of the arguments allude her.

      Wry humor that didn’t disappear with Leo has Kore saying, “You.” Unlike usual, Kore doesn’t follow it with another remark or laugh.

      Moira’s phone vibrates again, and it’s clear she’s itching to see what it says. Kore doesn’t care enough to see the preview or know who couldn’t let her sister be there for her on the worst day of her life.

      “Seriously, though. Did you remember the kid who harassed you at Juniper Foods a few months back?” Moira races through a red light. “Because anything can help them. And you were pretty freaked out. And what about that high school boy? You know the one who⁠—”

      “I remember.” Kore isn’t interested in going down memory lane—especially not if it leads to another, unrelated, kind of darkness that still plagues her. Losing Leo is enough bad for one day, despite the fact the magnitude of it hasn’t fully set in yet. Kore hopes the shock never wears off because it’s staving off the inevitable breakdown. “And no, he wasn’t on it. Let’s not talk, okay?”

      Delicate bird features and a demure smile draw men to Kore. If you ask her, she’s not particularly attractive; rather, she’s plain with soft and pointy lines blurring together, as if an artist smeared parts of his oil painting right before it dried. When incidents like the one with the checkout boy happen, Kore can’t help but wonder why they don’t see what she sees—especially when she really wants them to.

      Moira huffs like the child she is. “Fine. Just trying to make conversation.”

      What is this? An afternoon on the town? Kore stays silent, thinking about that boy. Moira’s right; he may warrant being on that list.

      Of the five people on the list, four were as unlikely as the Juniper Foods boy. The first name she wrote, and the only person she could almost believe may be capable and have a reason to hurt Leo, was a woman she hadn’t heard from since they moved to Janes. Although it was almost a decade ago, the day Carrie Something told her that if Kore so much as breathed in the direction of “her boyfriend” one more time, she’d kill them both is still as vivid as if it happened minutes ago. They had to get a restraining order and move. To her knowledge, Carrie didn’t follow them and didn’t contact Leo again. It was a few months of hell, but easy to escape. Most days, it was easy to forget about, too.

      All of the named and nameless people on her list are reaches—even Carrie. Leo was beloved by his students and their families, even the neighbors.

      “Can you pull over?” Kore asks. “I need to make a call.” For once, Moira doesn’t ask about the who or argue about the why. “And could you stay in? It’s to the detective, and it’s kind of private.”

      Kore fumbles with the seatbelt latch—her nerves making her twitchy—and escapes the car. She closes the door behind her with an exhale and inhales the freeway’s fresh exhaust, enjoying the temporary reprieve from attempted conversation while the air conditioning cooled her sadness and spat it back at her.

      “You’ve reached Detective Park. If this is an urgent matter, call Commander Gregory Kingston at—” More words happen, but all Kore hears is blah, blah blah. There should be an auto-skip, straight to the beep. “—get back to you as soon as I can. Beep.”

      “Hello Detective Park, this is Kore Hockins. I realized that I forgot two things. The first is about a guy on a smoke break outside of the Juniper Foods on Poinsettia—at least he was wearing a red shirt with the logo. It was in January, maybe? He was humping the air, and he called me ‘a fuckable whore who oughta be rode hard and put up wet.’ Leo—” Kore chokes up. “Leo told him that if he doesn’t take a step back and shut his damn mouth, that um… that his face was going to see pavement. The guy’s face got so red. He got all sputtery and said that Leo would be sorry for threatening him. But he left with his hands up. I saw him put his cigarette out and go back into the store, and that’s the last we saw of him. We were on our way ou—” The answering machine cuts out, giving her the option to rerecord. Her long pause from grief will be hard to get through, but Kore can’t repeat herself.

      While the phone rings a second time, Kore recalls her chat with Detective Park and wonders if she’s a suspect. Definitely, no. No one could think she would hurt her husband, right? “Sorry, I got cut off. The other thing I wanted to mention was that, and uh… I doubt this matters, but I… Leo gets donuts on his way home from his run every Sunday at Donuts Here, so he got them for us this morning. His phone tracks his route, so he can know his time and everything. I think he has some zombie app? Oh, God—had. He had.” Kore stops talking. Moira’s hand touches her shoulder—so much for staying in the car. “He gets two,” Kore soldiers on, noticing but not correcting her use of the present tense verb. “The pink sprinkles is mine; the chocolate iced is his.” I can’t stop. Present, past. He’s here; he’s not. That is something they always do, always did, always will do, never can again. Kore hangs up and finally allows her younger sister’s arms to envelop her. Moira really does care. I need to remember that.

      

      Twenty minutes later or thirty or some amount of time that Kore can’t keep track of, Moira slams on her breaks in front of a motel that few would give a second glance. Her thoughts come back to the moment. Dear God, is this where we’re staying?

      “This is it. Not much, but I thought it would keep reporters out of our hair.” She clicks the gearshift into park; it’s as jarring as a roller coaster.

      Kore’s head detaches from her body and floats above them. “Reporters?”

      Shoulders stiffen and relax slowly as Moira turns towards Kore. “Well, yes. You’ve made the news.”

      “What do you mean I’ve made the news? You mean Leo’s murder?” Kore uses the last bit of air left in her lungs to add, “The irony is not lost.”

      Moira asks about the irony comment, and Kore shrugs, not answering. Kore pictures Leo’s face, hears his voice; she’s not ready to talk about that yet.

      Moira’s hands clutch the steering wheel as she snaps, “Really? Shutting down? At a time like this? I’m trying to be here for you.” Her face reddens as she attempts to tamp down the hot temper she must have gotten from a neighbor or kid at school.

      Kore reacts poorly, screaming, “You don’t even care about Leo! Who cares about what I say or reporters or whoever the fuck you’re constantly texting? Leo’s been murdered. He’s dead, Moira. My other half is gone forever, and you want to make conversation and grill me.” Kore flips the plastic lock up and hops out hoping the sun will stop shining.

      A man with a polished, work-acceptable mohawk rushes towards her with a phone in his outstretched hand. He seems to come from nowhere, but Kore is sure he was hiding behind a car. “You’re being called ‘The Vampire Widow.' Do you have any comments about that? About this photo?” He hands her a printed image. Kore is in the back of the police car that drove her to the station. The door hadn’t been closed yet, so they caught her full face and chest covered in Leo’s blood. Kore’s stomach turns knowing it will be all over the internet and news soon—if it isn’t already. “I thought you might want to have a color copy.” He shouldn’t have been able to find them. Moira drove in circles like a paranoid person, and still, someone managed to tail them!

      A car door slams. “You sick son-of-a-bitch,” Moira says before she swings a taut arm towards the reporter’s jaw. The man jumps back before it can connect, reeling, as she goes in for another try. “I hope you’re still filming,” she says, staring directly at the tiny red dot on the camera. “If you harass a grieving widow, you’ll get what you deserve. Now get the fuck out of here before I show you why I’ve been taking anger-management classes for the past two years!”

      “Crazy bitch, keep your fucking hands to yourself! If it wasn’t going to before, The Vampire Widow will make the front page of everything! You just shit the bed, lady,” he shouts, reminding Kore of a rabid dog.
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      Today is the day when Kore should be calling funeral homes, isn’t it? She can’t yet, not with an open investigation, not with her tongue glued to the roof of her mouth, not with her inability to think. Even if it were under normal circumstances, Kore wouldn’t be able to do it. If someone held a gun to her head, Leo would end up with whichever coffin was suggested—no matter the cost—and the plot that just opened up on the sunny side of the expensive graveyard because she would blindly agree to any upsell attempt or pitch the funeral home director threw at her.

      Instead of trying to wade through flower arrangements and appropriate black attire, Kore is wondering if she should call anyone and tell them. Moira took care of their parents. Leo’s parents are dead, and he didn’t have any siblings. Is there anyone else who would benefit from knowing today rather than tomorrow? Tomorrow rather than next week? Next week rather than when she can function again? Not to mention the lack of a funeral. Why bother friends she can’t think about accepting sympathy from or people she rarely talks to only to tell them that they, too, can exist in limbo? Or maybe the press will tell them what she can’t.

      Moira notices Kore’s swollen, barely open eyes and makes her move. “Who should we call?” she asks. Early morning sun pours through the motel’s cheap, thin curtains. It floods the room and makes everything feel worse—more catastrophic.

      Kore mumbles, “Get outta my brain,” under her breath, but it comes out as a long groan.

      Moira has been a flurry of words and unrelated feelings, pacing through their motel room, discussing a bodiless funeral—as if Leo is a shell, not a person. Kore supposes it’s her responsibility as the widow to help plan it. The thought alone has her almost laughing for the first time since Leo went to get the mail. She’s not ready. Doing anything but sleeping or thinking is her best option. What to do is the question.

      Frustrated for no reason, in Kore’s very expert opinion, Moira picks up her phone, scrolls, and sighs at its screen. Kore almost cares enough to ask but suddenly remembers the one person she has to call. He should have been called yesterday—right after.

      Moira plugged Kore’s phone in when they arrived at the hotel. At the time, Kore thought it was pointless. Who was I going to call? Who matters anymore? Now, she’s grateful. The gesture of love or automatic behavior—whichever it was—reminds Kore of a trip to Seattle with Leo.

      She doesn’t remember pouring herself into the hotel bed, but it must have been the first thing she did when they arrived. It was mid-afternoon, she recalls. Shortly before dinner, she awoke to a dark, empty room. Her fear for Leo’s absence came on so quickly, she wondered if she had become conscious in a dream. It seemed irrational, yet Kore couldn’t shake it. He wouldn’t leave her at the hotel, right? On the bedside table, her cell phone was charging. Relief hovered over her bed like a ghost contemplating her worthiness of haunting. Kore texted Leo, and he responded in moments. The words, “On my way up,” allowed the ghost to crash into her. Leo was okay, and she wasn't alone. I am now, though.

      If only she could text Leo now. If only he could tell her he was on his way home. Kore glares at the thin pearly purple and white marble case protecting her phone. If she had gotten the one that declared her love for her husband, would he still be home? If she’d gotten their faces on it, would he still be alive? If, if, if, if. That’s what Leo’s murderer had left with: ifs, hopes, questions, wants, needs.

      Her body is distant from her mind, Kore thinks as she tosses and turns. With each rotation, she notices a new part of the motel she wishes she didn’t. There is a dead roach half-squashed under the trashcan that wasn’t fully emptied when they arrived. By the top of the curtain rod, there is a blackened hole. It’s thin, but so are most things in this room. The rug between the beds has three stains—one on top of another like tree rings, telling their own story. Blood, wine, bleach: Kore hardly has to think to come up with theories of how a scuzzy motel ended up with a handprint-sized splotch of a crime scene. The thought brings her back to Leo, back to the now, back to her shattered heart and sore body.

      It feels like hours but in reality is only minutes before Moira goes to the bathroom next, so it’s still early in the morning as Kore picks up her cell phone. She can’t risk Moira trying to talk to her once the call ends. Apparently, Moira can’t understand her lack of desire to converse, which is so bizarre to her. If Holly was found dead on a sidewalk, the last thing Kore would expect is conversation.

      “Do you need anything while I’m up?” Moira calls from the other side of the thin bathroom door. Thin—everything is thin.

      She asks as if the room isn’t smaller than Kore’s first apartment. If Kore needs anything at any time, Moira can stand and walk the few feet to get it. Kore doesn’t answer. Instead, she allows Moira to stew in the silence—or play some monster collecting game on her phone. Kore’s head might explode at any moment, and Moira is playing games, watching TV, texting people. How? Just how?

      The phone feels heavy in her hand—or maybe it’s the words that she’s about to say. It rings twice, and a small glimmer of hope that he won’t answer begins to bloom in her chest; maybe he’s already in mourning. But no. He would have called by now. How does he not know yet?

      “Kore? Is everything alright? Leo didn’t show up this morning,” he says, his voice coming in stricken. Leo was supposed to have breakfast with him before school. Imagining his crestfallen face when Leo didn’t show is another needle to Kore’s voodoo doll of a heart.

      Words choke in her throat behind her dry mouth and sticky tongue.

      It’s noisy where he is, and Kore pictures him hovering in the corner of some hallway with a finger in one ear as he repeats her name, growing louder each time. “Can you hear me?” He curses about the signal not being great. “I’ll call you right back.” He hangs up.

      The flash on her screen eviscerates Kore. He and Leo are arm in arm laughing. She remembers hearing all about that camping trip. Leo white water rafted for the first time and climbed a small hill or mountain or something that made him feel like a rock star. They caught a fish and tried to cook it. But when it came out questionably colored, they ate the hot dogs they brought on potato buns with the brownies that Kore made them. Leo took them all to dinner after, showing off the photos and laughing about things that Kore would never understand. At the end of the night, she gifted him with a new leather jacket to replace the one that was torn during a failed attempt to pitch a tent. Kore was unbelievably happy for him—for both of them.

      As a thank you for the jacket, Leo took Kore to the beach. He gave the best gifts, and they hadn’t been on vacation in forever. It was such a lovely week filled with drinks, massages, collecting shells, and explosively good sex.

      I can’t. She can’t delve, she can’t look at the phone, she just… can’t. Instead of answering when it rings, she mouths an apology to the screen. She watches the phone go from a blaring color screen to black as the call ends. It lights up moments later with a text, then another, then another. She’s already missed thirty-five—God only knows who from. Kore turns her phone off entirely and tucks the phone into the drawer beside a dusty Bible. Moira steps out of the bathroom as Kore finishes wrapping herself tightly around the lumpy motel pillow.

      Moira says her name softly. When Kore doesn’t respond, ice clinking against glass and the low hum of the Preview Channel consume the stale air.

      Outside, Kore sees the shape of a person hovering by the window. She opens her mouth to tell Moira, but her dehydrated lip splits, and the taste of her own insides quells her already weak desire to speak.

      Her last thought as she drifts off into a grief-induced sleep is that Leo would go check to see who that was without her asking.
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      To Hannah’s right, a nasally voice floats into focus. “She slept with Oliver Hutchens.” A brunette with fluffy beach waves and one ringlet framing her face laughs loud enough to smother the rest of the conversation. An eggy coconut smell surrounds her like a tornado, and not for the first time, Hannah wishes that she could have a less sensitive nose. She disappears into one of the bathrooms with a peaches and peanut butter-scented girl with her hair pulled into slick pigtails that poof into puffs she’s glittered. Hannah gets a glimpse inside as they slam the door open. Missed during the latest surface remodel, the bathroom was left to be a blemish on an otherwise airbrushed face, with a cracked mirror and tiles the color of mud and murky lake water.

      Squeaky pleas of help to an uncaring dispersing student body are punctuated with books clattering to the floor. Fear hits Hannah’s nose. Three tall guys create a semi-circle around the new and very short kid. Would if I could. Hannah remembers the last time she tried to step in, though.

      Before any more sadness fills the air, the sound of sucking faces rises above the emptying halls. The four most powerful couples line up in a kissing row, ignoring the first bell to squeeze in a few more tongue-twisting moments. It’s a movie scene, if ever there was one.

      This is one of the only parts of school that interests Hannah. Vignettes of classmates’ lives humanize them—even her tormentors and the kids who are so quiet she’s waiting for the day they show up with a machine gun. She’s polite to those kids more than she is to others.

      A stampede of elephants, cheetahs, and antelopes run up and down flights of metal steps. Hannah remembers how desperately she wanted to hear exactly that the time she was under the stairs and an unnamed boy took hold of her, smelling of onions and diet soda. No matter how many times she tells herself she’s okay, her eyes still water at the thought. She knew she was lucky, getting away and only having to see him on occasion; so many women aren’t able to say that. The external bruises faded nearly a year ago, so it bothers her that the mental wounds are still scabs that tear open and bleed if she moves the wrong way. It could be the sensation of his fingers that she’ll never forget or the way she felt when her mother talked her out of pressing charges, convincing her that the police would be useless in the situation; either way, Hannah has felt different since. A small spot marks her heart now.

      Concentrating on the conversation she is listening in on, she shelves her feelings of shame and grief like she always does when life’s darknesses rear their head.

      “You two really stabbed—” Being late is suddenly unimportant. It will be Hannah’s second-ever tardy, but if ever there was a reason…

      Three guys—one of which she’s overly polite to—stand in the small alcove by a set of stairs. See? Nothing good comes from those staircases.

      She misses part of the conversation, trying to find a spot where she’ll be able to hear them without being seen.

      “—see how it felt,” the tallest kid says. His posture dares people to try him in the most desperate of ways. Hannah’s known kids like him—the ones with lousy home lives that need something or someone smaller than them to beat on to feel in control.

      Fear dries her mouth and throat. Body odor fills her nose—whether hers or the boys’, she’s not sure. A whiff of cologne lingers from someone hoping to attract girls. Dry throat, thick smells—her inevitable cough leads the boys to whisper. Her nerves set on edge as they swivel their heads every other word.

      “That’s really cool.” Of the three, of course, it would be the shrimpiest kid who didn’t get invited to the stabbing party. Big oof. He rises up on his tippy-toes, and says, “Kind of sick, but in a good way. Are you going to do it again?” The rise at the end of his question is a mix of a challenge, jealousy, and disbelief.

      Hannah watches the medium build guy. He’s unassuming, if not acceptable looking—attainable, really—and therefore is definitely a budding serial killer. She may, or may not, watch enough true crime shows to self-identify as a murderino.

      As if she hit his buzzer, the knock-off Bundy speaks. “I don’t know. Maybe I got my fill. Wow, I sound like my dad. Are we already getting old?” Shifting his backpack, he’s clearly done with their conversation. Hannah wonders if it’s because they’re getting too close, if he really wants to make it to his class, or if, more than likely, he wants to work alone.

      “Ha. Better not be.” Most Likely To Shoot Up A School smacks Most Likely To Be A Serial Killer. “You’re still a virgin.”

      Hannah takes off, thinking about who—if anyone—she should tell. These could be backwood crazies who moved to the suburbs and are just shooting their mouths off, as her father would say. Then again, it could be that they did something awful.

      She slides in seconds before the second bell. Hannah sighs with relief even though she knows that Mr. Hockins wouldn’t reprimand her for being tardy; she is one of his favorite students, after all. She can’t count the amount of times he’s called on her before she raised her hand because he knew she’d know the answer. He always smiles when he does it, too—a different smile than he gives the other students. Some people notice, of course, but Hannah is being bullied for so many things that being a teacher’s pet is the least of her worries.

      Written on the whiteboard in dying blue dry-erase marker is what most people love and Hannah hates—the name of a substitute teacher, Ms. Lanchester. She’s pretty, the sub. Her hair is auburn and in a messy bun. She wears no makeup, no jewelry—just glasses, a button-up, and a nice pair of jeans. Hannah bets subs die to work here; every day is Casual Friday—even Stressful Monday.

      Ms. Lanchester sits on the desk’s edge and kicks her legs like a child who can’t reach the floor. Though class has officially started, she’s said nothing. She’s waiting for the teenagers to quiet themselves, Hannah realizes. Has Ms. Lanchester ever even subbed at a high school level?

      Before she can raise her hand to ask where the only authority figure in the whole school she likes is, a reedy voice pesters her. Hannah has never wanted class to start so much before.

      An unimportant girl named Emily slides into the seat beside Hannah, and her bubblegum permeates the air. “Spring Spirit Week ended literally two weeks ago, you know,” she says. The scent of Toys-R-Us gum reminds Hannah of skipping rope and collecting rose petals to make a mock perfume. Up to this moment, she would have bet that given the number of moms who look at ingredient labels nowadays, the gum would be long since extinct. “You can stop any time.”

      Spirit Week was her nightmare—no, worse. Blondes across all grades showed up with her hair color, using temporary dye and no bleach but somehow still managing to look just like her in the name of school spirit. Much to her chagrin, her coveted mermaid turquoise hair nearly matches one of the school colors. Her middle school’s colors were purple and white, so it didn’t occur to her to check before she started Day One of Freshman year with her favorite color hair.

      For that one week, she fit in. People were nice to her—high-fiving her and shouting about Janes High School pride. She didn’t know what to do with herself, aside from the obvious extra hand-washing. But come the following Monday, it was back to the same old hateful, Lifetime movie bullying story that leads to suicide or a million-dollar lawsuit.

      “Some of us have school spirit year-round, Cindy,” Hannah says out of the side of her mouth, without making eye contact.

      “That’s not my name!” Emily snaps. Ha. As if Hannah didn’t know the name of the cheerleading captain. Even I can’t avoid high school politics that much. “And I’m the on the Spirit Squad, you lit⁠—”

      “You look like a Cindy,” Hannah murmurs.

      “She’s just trying to get a rise out of you, babe.” In swoops a heavily-cologned boy with the scent of acne cream lingering on his spotted face. His greasy hair is worse than pomade and morning breath mixed together. Even Mr. Hockins would mark him tardy, but the sub doesn’t stop kicking her short legs and observing the class like a kid watching orangutans in a zoo.

      Emily’s boyfriend leans in, and his lips move. Not listening to the jock—a linebacker or something, so his name is lost to an Algebra equation—Hannah begins her first note of the day to Mindy. “I hate this school,” it starts.

      A familiar Monday through Friday screech interrupts. School announcements are more boring than television portrays them to be. If something is really interesting or juicy, Hannah finds out through another student in much the same way the kid’s game of telephone operates; it’s notoriously accurate. Even the thought makes Hannah chuckle. The information could be that the lunch menu has changed from sloppy joes to a french fry bar, but she’s hearing that Joe is being dumped for the new French guy. Who’s doing the dumping? Never mentioned. What French guy? No fact-checking involved.
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