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JUÁREZ, MEXICO—1995

Maria faced the warehouse, inhaling the last breath of fresh air she would enjoy until she trudged back out at dawn. Just looking at the poorly ventilated building made her feel sluggish, even before setting foot inside. Ándale, Maria. Be grateful. It’s only for a few more months. I don’t know where we’ll be, but it won’t be here. Anywhere but here. The financial and political instability was deepening by the day, giving Maria little confidence in what her future would be in Mexico with assassinations, currency devaluation, violent insurrections. She didn’t recognize her home or what the world was calling the Peso Crisis.

The rusty front door let out an ear-piercing screech as she forced herself inside, the final rays of sunlight making her coworkers squint, each already at their sewing machines.

“Hola, chicas,” she shouted over the clip-clapping of the machines.

Big Boss sat in his office watching some sports event on the crackling fuzzy TV. Pictures of naked women covered the walls, making Maria shudder. There he was, relishing his fistfuls of power while they all scrambled to make a living.

“You’re late,” he barked, barely sparing her a glance.

No cameras aimed their lenses at her, so she flipped the middle finger behind his back as she continued on to the middle of the factory floor. Maria never told her husband, Diego, that Big Boss still managed to sneak in his backside slaps or lecherous winks whenever he got the chance. This seemed like a small price to pay for a job—a job that would get them to the States. She yearned for change. Her mind seemed always fixed on the idea, as if a hidden part of her clawed from somewhere deep inside wanting to get out. These days, people lurked at every corner ready to suck her dry. If it wasn’t Big Boss, it was the coyotes—and if it wasn’t either of those, then there would be La Migra to deal with.

The coyotes. Their prices were as high as their promises to get you into the States with no problems. She toyed with the idea of taking extra hours at the bakery with Mamá, but she was so tired and sick all the time. Once Maria reached twelve weeks in her pregnancy, they would be across the border by any means necessary. No, she couldn’t take the extra hours, as much as she wanted the money, because she would need every bit of strength for a journey that often ended in death.

It was the usual skeleton crew of five working that night. There were only five because the Even Bigger Bosses didn’t like to pay overtime, but their quota had to be met somehow. At night, temperatures dropped, and it was quiet enough to listen to Selena Quintanilla or conversational English tapes on a cassette player and headphones while working. Tapping feet to ‘Como La Flor’ or repeating English phrases under her breath made the monotonous work bearable. Tonight they were making cheap ugly red ties, which would be sold at a price they could only afford after a month’s wages. Even though this was the easiest shift of the day, there was nothing easy about maquiladora work.

What felt like hours passed. The muscles in her back and shoulders began to spasm, and sweat gathered underneath her braided hair. She didn’t want to lose momentum to stretch or scratch her head, fearing Boss’s attention for not making her count. Selena began to sing ‘Bidi Bidi Bom Bom’ when the screech of the heavy door broke the room’s silent concentration. Maria turned to see Big Boss guiding three men inside, being careful to keep his distance as he did so. If Boss was afraid of these strangers, it couldn’t be good. He pointed to the clock hanging on the wall, shut the door and then ran off. The revving of his car as he pulled away was distinct. There would be no one to help them now.

Two of the men were Mexican or South American: she could tell by their shiny silver-tipped snakeskin boots, dark jeans and the large hats which shielded their faces. The third had to be white. From what Maria could see he was handsome with wavy light chestnut brown hair, soft blue eyes and a perfect cupid’s bow for lips. He was dressed like an American soap or pop star in a silk shirt, matching jacket and stylish dress shoes. The gringo walked the factory floor looking at the faces of the five women and his surroundings in mild disgust while the other two chuckled among themselves. The girls were dumbstruck and fearful because Juárez and its body count was notorious for good reason.

“Mujeres,” one of the laughing men shouted out. “Let’s have some fun!”

The other rifled through a stack of cassettes before choosing one for the tape player located just outside the office. He pushed play and turned the volume up as loud as the crappy speakers would allow. ‘Devil Inside’ by INXS started to play.

“This one’s for you, gringo!” he yelled.

The other women were out of their seats and huddled together against the office’s glass window. With a mother’s instinct, Maria grabbed her belly. No, no, no, she thought. Not now, not before this little nine-week-old life had a chance, her little mustard seed of faith in everything that was good in this miserable world.

Before she had a chance to join the other workers, one of the strangers hurled himself headfirst into the group of women. These men, these things were not looking for sex: they were out for blood.

The nearly empty factory amplified the screams of their terror. Maria’s coworkers tried to run for the door, but the men blocked their way. One made silly faces like you would to a baby, toying with them while dancing to the music.

Backing toward the end of the factory floor, she tried to make herself as small and unnoticed as possible. Her bladder cramped as fear seized every fiber of her being. If she recalled correctly, there was another door, a fire exit. As the two men in hats tore into her coworkers again she white-knuckled one hand over her mouth and the other over her belly, as if she could cast some protective spell over both. One for silence; one for safety. The gringo watched on, bored and impatient, checking his watch twice before placing his hands back into his pockets.

As if in slow motion, one of the now-bloodied strangers pointed straight at Maria. His wide smile was smeared with red, and white points protruded where normal teeth should have been. Maria ran toward the fire door, but a thick chain snaked around the handle, a large bolt latched on the front like an evil present wrapped with a metal bow. Prayers flooded past her lips as she pulled on the unrelenting chains.

“Your turn, amigo,” someone called to the gringo. “We break bread tonight. Show us you’re serious about our deal! Tizoc demands loyalty.”

As they continued picking through the now nearly lifeless bodies, the blue-eyed devil with an angel’s mouth looked at Maria with a weariness like he hadn’t slept in years. She hoped whatever he had in mind would be quick. He didn’t seem to have the same wild appetite as the others. He was handsome and had dressed nice, yet he had misery etched in his every expression. He grabbed a red polyester tie from one of the boxes as he approached her. The two others continued to feed and terrorize, but still managed to shout encouragements.

“You tying her up? Kinky! It’s always the quiet types!”

Those blue eyes narrowed at this comment, suddenly coming alive, his anger obvious. Maria couldn’t understand—if he disliked this pointless slaughter, then why was he allowing it? Desperate to survive, she searched for whatever she could find lying nearby to use as a weapon. All she found was a pitiful metal stool. The man walked toward her in a slow, calm manner, as if he was approaching a rabid dog just waiting to strike.

“Please don’t fight me. You will only make things worse. We don’t want them to become involved.” His tone was slow and even. Somehow, she believed him. His voice proved he was not local or American. He had an accent you only heard in historic films set in a country far away. England. He opened pale pink lips to reveal two small points stabbing downwards. A gasp fled her throat as she dropped the useless stool and reached for the silver and turquoise cross around her neck. Didn’t monsters despise the crucifix? At least that was the story always told.

He rolled his eyes, grabbed her wrists and pushed the cross back to her chest. Her hands went limp under his cold vice-like grasp as he bound them with the tie. He was stronger than his voice and appearance made him out to be. But she wouldn’t be taken that easy. Not like this, not here. If her life meant anything in this world she would walk out of here alive. Unable to break away, she resorted to biting his hand while stomping on his gleaming shoes as hard as her soft sneakers would allow. Maybe by the sacred heart of Jesus she could just make it past the others and out the door. Not a drop of blood from his skin or welp of pain from his mouth.

The stranger’s eyes and voice trembled. “Please, I beg you. Don’t do this. I will drain you and it will be over.”

“Hurry, lover boy, we don’t have all night,” one of his companions joked.

He whipped his head back and smirked. “Let me have my fun, okay?”

When he turned back to Maria, his dead expression returned and his jaw clenched.

He pulled his bitten hand away to wipe away her saliva and proceeded to drag her from the door with the other with solid quick steps. Crouching on the floor, she did her best to resist being taken toward the hungry demons nearby. Her body tensed, every muscle resisting certain death. She wouldn’t go without trying to fight back for her baby. She had to survive this. But the creature lifted her over one shoulder as if she weighed no more than a small child. More music played loudly, and she heard the breaking of shot bottles. The others must have found Boss’s stash of tequila. Still bound and trying to wiggle away, she found herself being lowered onto the sewing table. The man looked over his shoulder, then back to Maria, completely cool and calm. From the weight of his arms holding her down, she knew the fight was over. There was no way out. How arrogant she was to think she mattered at all. The stupidity in her big plan to shake off this town and her unremarkable existence. Her mother had been right all along.

“Como te llamas?” the stranger whispered as he caressed her cheek like a lover. His eyes darted across her face as though reading a poem about heartbreak. But his ice-cold touch made her shudder with fear.

Her voice cracked, but she managed to whisper, “Maria.”

He glanced back at his companions again then faced her again. In that moment something seemed to change in his eyes. Instead of sadness there was a spark of determination. “Do you want to live through death? I only give you a gift, a chance. What you do with it is up to you. Do you want my gift?”

Living through death? She wondered if he meant Santa Muerte. But what would he know of her?

“Sí,” she answered with hope as small as the child inside of her. Maybe the sacred heart still burned. Her tears drenched the stranger’s fingers. Maria’s fear throbbed and writhed inside as she wondered what would happen next.

The stranger reached for a pair of scissors lying on the table. With a swift motion, he sliced open his wrist. Before she could react, his body was leaning over her and two long needles for teeth punctured her neck. A roar of laughter and howling filled her ears as she screamed in agony. Warmth drained from her skin. Pinpricks of pain dotted her body.

This was the end. The end of Diego, their baby, the States, night school, a good job. This was the death of the only dream she had ever dared to dream. Maria could feel her eyes become heavy when a small tide of blood moved down her throat. She had to swallow it otherwise it would choke her with its viscosity. The taste of cold pesos made her gag. And that is what her life was worth in that place.

The gringo placed his hand over her lips. “Don’t move until we leave. Your boss will be back soon, so I hope you enjoy your vengeance, Maria. Sometimes that is enough to get people like us from one day to another.” A wicked smile, and then he closed her eyes with his cold hand. She kept them shut.

“We didn’t think you had it in you!” The other two were still reveling in their killing spree. “You old vamps are all the same. You forget how to party!”

The heavy door screeched open and closed again. Maria lay on the sewing table, trying to still her quivering body and labored breath. The music stopped and she assumed they were gone, but the fear of seeing what they had done made her unable to move. Twenty minutes passed before the pain began. Deep cramps radiated from her lower belly to her back, like tiny fists armed with knives trying to punch through her guts. Waves upon waves of torment pulled at her body like a lethal undertow, then stopped just as suddenly as they had started. A pool of warmth settled between her legs. Her jeans were wet, and the truth suddenly hit her like a blow to the face. Her mustard seed—her spark of life—was gone.

Maria placed her hand over her mouth, sealing in guttural sobs of loss and grief. She lodged her fist between her lips to contain any sound. The heartache so deep, teeth broke the skin over her knuckles leaving little spots of blood. She hadn’t realized saving her own life meant ending another. No longer able to contain the despair, she let out a soul-rending cry until the cords of her neck felt like they were about to snap. Maria grabbed her abuelita’s turquoise cross and kissed it. Now she wanted to die. She wanted to fly away like a cicada leaving its shell clinging onto a branch.

It was then some other terror started to emerge with a fever. Beads of sweat formed at the small of her back and the top of her lip. Sweat continued to pour from her pores. Her gums ached, and she tasted blood on her tongue. Maria wondered if a slow death was the gift the gringo spoke of.

“Please, please take this pain, take me home. I can’t do this, Lord. Why are you doing this?! What have I done? Hear me, dammit!” Nada. Not a sound. She responded to the silence by kicking the sewing machine from the table.

The front door creaked open.

“¡Aye! Dios Mio!” a husky voice cried out.

Maria knew exactly who that was. Big Boss. That dirty, pig-faced traitor probably sold them for gambling money and a six-pack of beer. The thought of him caused Maria’s desire for vengeance to bubble and boil, coagulating into something hateful. Time to get up. She wiped away her wet mascara and eyeliner with the red tie still binding her wrists, then ripped it away like it was tissue paper. He would pay for this. Someone always pays.

Big Boss’s gaze landed on Maria. His expression was that of a man who had seen the Devil, or a ghost, or a woman scorned.

Her gaze intensified as the small veins in her eyes grew. His heartbeat pounded between her eyes, a drumbeat that enticed her to come closer. With unnatural speed, she ran to him and sank her newly sprouted fangs into his neck.

Maria drank with vicious despair, digging her sharp teeth deeper as she thought of how Diego held her after lovemaking, how they’d never hear that first little kitten’s meow of a cry from their child. She ripped off a chunk of his flesh and spat it out before throwing his body down like a devoured tamale husk licked clean.

Never in her life had she felt power like that. Anything seemed possible. What a small existence humanity was compared to this. The rush of taking his life gave her a pleasure not even experienced in sex. She wanted to do it again and again. She closed her eyes as the blood cooled in her body. She opened them again.

Until that moment, Maria hadn’t taken in the gruesome crime scene around her. Blood and flesh speckled the sewing tables. The women’s eyes were still wide open, their bodies the color of sunbaked dirt. This scene of injustice brought tears to Maria, staining her red eyes with black all over again. She felt shame over the emotions she’d experienced as she killed her boss. Blood tears felt like hot candlewax sliding down her face, threatening to singe anything they touched. This place was now unholy. She would cleanse it with fire, but not before the families of those that gave their lives to this thankless work had some sort of real compensation.

Maria snatched the keys from the chain attached to Boss’s wallet and headed into his dingy office. Immediately, the full female nudes pinned to the walls sparked her rage again. She ripped the images down one by one, remembering each time the man had inappropriately pawed at her or her coworkers. If she had to murder someone it might as well be him. Sometimes people deserved exactly what they got in the manner they received it.

The safe sat under his desk, she was sure of it: she had often caught sight of his half-exposed backside shimmying out from beneath. The old safe was helpless against her newly acquired strength. Inside sat piles of cash, real and fake passports, odd pieces of jewelry and watches. A glint of metal caught her eyes, and she found another set of keys to his brand-new navy-blue Camaro. Rifling through desk drawers, she found his preferred method of punishment: brass knuckles. Many times she had seen the bruises and cuts on men and women alike. It seemed ironic they were engraved with crosses, the name JESUS splayed across the knuckles. She highly doubted that the prince of peace, the purveyor of “turn the other cheek,” would approve. Nevertheless, she slipped them on her fingers. They were much too big. She would have to grip them tighter.

Nothing of value remained except the souls of her fallen coworkers. She kneeled beside them and said a prayer, crossing herself and asking God for mercy for their souls, forgiveness for the journey she would have to take and the strength to hear his voice when she needed it the most. Maria knew this was the end of whatever life she had lived before. Whatever she was becoming, it was a one-way ticket. Diego wouldn’t want her like this. He deserved better. She took off her thin gold wedding band and tossed it into the midst of the pile of bodies.

Maria stuffed one of the unfinished ties into a half-empty tequila bottle and lit it with Big Boss’s lighter. Before lobbing the firebomb into the office, she let out one scream, one name with every ounce of grief she had inside of her. “Gabriela!” The name of her unborn if she carried a little girl. This dream was as black as the smoke rising from the inferno she had started.

Maria drove away in the navy-blue Camaro as the factory exploded.
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Adam walked with his hands in his pockets behind the two vampire murderers as they laughed and recounted their kills—these guys worked for Tizoc, overseeing this part of his territory. Adam wasn’t a murderer at heart; he was only in the business of making money, just like his father. His sister, Adelaide, on the other hand—had she been here, she would have only encouraged more chaos and slaughter. Having fun with these two and probably seducing Tizoc again. It was her idea, after all, to investigate the narcotics business. Watching humans devour the stuff at parties in her Manhattan and Miami penthouses fascinated her. Not only did she want their secrets, she wanted to control their vice. “The rich are slaves to their vanity and egos while the poor are slaves to their basic needs. We are the true masters, my brother.”

But Adam didn’t feel like a master of anything. He was a slave to blood and hated himself for it. There was no joy in his life any longer. He wanted more. Of what he didn’t quite know. Could vampires have the equivalent of a human midlife existential crisis?

After meeting leaders of various cartels and walking through thick jungle to see the process of drugs being manufactured, Adam wanted no part of it. He’d tried to convince Adelaide to relinquish the ugly, dangerous business, but there was no persuading her. She argued his white-collar crime was just as heinous. Maybe she was right. But it was she who had made him a vampire. Her love and hatred for him. Like the old saying, you can choose your friends but not your family. He would always remember the way she looked covered in blood in the darkness of Tintern Abbey with the dismembered bodies of the priests at her feet. Her malice burned brighter than a torch. That was his last memory as a human.

His final stop on this trip had been to the old vampire, Tizoc, the keeper of the corridor of crime in these parts. This man—not even a man—made Adam’s skin crawl, especially when Tizoc had tried to convince him trading in flesh was more entertaining than drugs. He abhorred the lurid Polaroids of Tizoc’s “recent stock” and the creature’s gloating cruel eyes as he leered at the bound females. Adam had never been in love; however, he had been raised in the fourteenth century with certain values as a nobleman. Maybe if he had experienced colonization like Tizoc, he would be just as twisted and intoxicated with power, with the kill. The conquest had destroyed some part of the old vampire, who had watched everyone he loved raped or murdered. Adam became a vampire with sorrow in his heart when the Black Death raged across Europe; Tizoc burned with rage when he was turned lying in a pile of butchered bodies.

Centuries later, there was no honor or nobility in Tizoc’s soul. If Adam valued his own life less, he would have taken great pleasure in ripping the man into pieces to be fed on by the animals of the jungle. Tizoc had insisted his two best agents take Adam to their usual hunting grounds in Juárez to show him some of the perks of doing business with him. Blood from young, frightened and nubile women tasted so sweet. Just grab them by the culo. You could do anything to them. They never saw the vampires coming and, best of all, no one cared.

In these parts—like so many other forgotten places in the world—killing and feeding was easy. The two vampire associates chose their factories at random—it added to the excitement. Tizoc knew all the little men managing the maquiladoras would jump to attention whenever he needed something. No one in his ranks dared disregard his orders.

But to Adam, the whole charade of visiting this bright place seemed pointless. It wasn’t like he needed the money, the eighties had made him more cash than he could spend in decades. Adam felt right at home as a vampire in bull markets. He was content to be that shadow in the middle, brokering secret deals and then disappearing with his fistful of untraceable cash. True, he would return to a screaming, disappointed sister in New York, who lusted after the riches and excitement of the drug trade, but she would soon forget after a night of pleasure with any man or woman she fancied.

Once Adam had removed his family name from the slave trade all those years ago, he never looked back. Conning suits and fiddling with numbers was cleaner than the flesh and drugs business—easier. He couldn’t kill these assholes he followed into the night, but he could return to help the poor girl he just turned—his first vampire. With any luck, she’d make her way to Mordecai and the Keepers. All of them better than he could ever hope to be. Regret had become a suit of chain mail becoming heavier and heavier. He stood for nothing and loved no one. Least of all himself.

*   *   *

The small home Maria shared with Diego was dark and still. Its familiar smell made her want to crawl into bed and pretend she had awoken from a nightmare. There were still many hours before morning, when her husband would greet her with pan dulce and strong black coffee. For now, Diego slept without moving. Maria crept into the kitchen where she could count the money from the factory and distribute it evenly.

To her surprise, she didn’t need a single light to see in the dark. The only things she had to contain the haul from the safe were a stack of Diego’s tube socks that waited to be put away. She packed each one with cash and tied it tight at the top. It was time to say goodbye.

She watched the man she’d thought she would grow old with sleep with his snoring mouth open and one leg dangling off the bed. These little things made her heart hurt. But now was not the time to hurt. She needed to harden to survive. To him, she would now become one of the many dead or missing, gone long before the seed of life had had time to take root. Girls like her were plucked like growing weeds in the spring and tossed into the wind.

She blew Diego a kiss before grabbing a plastic Fiesta grocery bag. She packed a tape player, her jeans, various underclothes, Diego’s hole-filled San Antonio Spurs t-shirt his cousin gave him that acted as her nightgown, and of course the Selena t-shirt Diego had bought her for her birthday.

Before she walked out the door, she spotted Diego’s black Stetson. It was a bit big, but she couldn’t help taking one more thing to remind her of this previous life, an existence she wanted as bad as cracked earth longs for a storm. She placed it on her head. The way it shielded her eyes in shadow felt right. She was now a shadow. Maria shut the door to a path she felt she no longer deserved. She didn’t look back as she darted away into the night.

*   *   *

Tizoc’s associates smoked cigarettes next to their truck as they waited for Adam to catch up.

“So where do you want to go next?” one of them asked. The white paper of their cigarettes had red stains from their bloody lips and hands.

Adam mustered a disingenuous smile. “Sorry to disappoint you, but can you take me to the airport? I have a direct flight back to New York City.”

They stared at him with hard expressions and heavy eyes. Gorging on blood had sedated them.

“Sure thing. It was a good night,” the one with snakeskin boots said. They tossed their cigarettes to the ground and got into the black Ford.

Adam climbed into the backseat, eager to leave their presence. It reminded him of how he felt when he was near his sister Adelaide. The toxicity of her venom weakened his heart. It was time he became his own man. Fuck his promise to his dying parents to look after her. She didn’t need it, or him. His desire to not be alone in this long life had kept him close to her. Not anymore.

The drive was silent except for the radio on low. From the cheers, it sounded like a football match. He glanced at his clothing to see how much blood had spattered on him. There wasn’t as much as on the other two.

When they arrived at the airport, he left the vehicle, calling, “Thank you, I will be in touch.” Knowing he never would be.

Once the men disappeared into the darkness, he hailed a taxi. When he got into the backseat, he shut his eyes to try and remember the name of the road they had traveled on or the name of the factory. Images flew past his vision.

“Maquiladora Alto!” he said suddenly, with urgency, as his eyes snapped open. The driver gave him a puzzled look in the rearview mirror but pulled off anyway.

As they approached the factory, Adam could see an orange glow in the distance. Either the boss had got to the young vampire first and covered the evidence, or this Maria had indeed embraced her vengeance.

He handed a neatly folded fifty-dollar bill to the driver to continue on, but they were stopped when a police officer shook his head and waved for them to go in the opposite direction. There were too many humans around to make a difference now and he wasn’t about to make his life more difficult by leaving a string of bodies to get to the factory.

“Aeropuerto,” he said to the driver, who turned the taxi around to go back the way they came.

“Fuck,” Adam cursed himself and those devils who did this. He balled his fists until the nails drew blood from his palms. As he breathed deeply to calm himself, he thought of another vampire he knew in Mexico—a woman, a very magical woman—but it was too dangerous for him to reach out with everything that had happened. Her husband had business arrangements with Tizoc; however, it wasn’t worth the risk. And speaking to her might bring up old heartache. He pushed the idea away.

His mind switched to New York and Adelaide. He needed a plan to get away from her. His love for his sister had frayed faster in than previous years, and the oath to his father centuries ago to look after Adelaide felt like a tarnished relic, a dying factor of a past that no longer held any meaning. She didn’t need looking after—she was one of the most ruthless people he had ever met. And times had changed since the fourteenth century. These days, it seemed no amount of blood, sex or money could bring the slightest of smiles to his face or joy into his marrow. There had to be a way out of the tangled life he shared with Adelaide. As the taxi reached the airport once more, he resolved to seek out the only man who might be able to help him.

Instead of boarding his plane to New York, he booked a flight to London leaving the same day.

Sitting in the British Airways First Class lounge, Adam listened to ‘Behind Blue Eyes’ by The Who, his favorite band of this century (and his personal theme song, if songs could contain the essence of someone’s life). His eyes kept returning to his watch. Now he had made this momentous decision, the wait was borderline agonizing. It felt as if his sanity and future teetered on the tip of a fang. London had called to him for years. His bones missed the unpredictable wet gloom that sometimes made midday look like dusk. Walks through Hyde Park or along the South Bank made him feel at ease with the world. The cold blue sky of New York had become far too bright for him with his fiery sister always looking over his shoulder. Now, as disaster struck and he was filled with remorse, the smallest sense of hope was placed in front of him.

*   *   *

Maria wasn’t sure how long she drove for; she only knew she needed to get away from people who might recognize her. The harsh Mexican sun was quickly moving high in the sky and she drove with tube socks covering her hands and hat worn low to protect her face.

Finally, she caught sight of an abandoned gas station on the side of the road. It looked like a good place to stop until nightfall when she could organize her thoughts. Parking behind the derelict building, Maria covered herself in a serape blanket left in the back of the Camaro. She had seen the movies; vampires can’t go into the light. Mind you, the movies also said that crosses burned vampires, but curiously her little silver and turquoise cross lay around her neck as it had done for years. The gringo last night didn’t seem a bit fazed by it, either. Maybe the movies and stories had it all wrong.

Her agitation rose with the temperature as hours passed with her trapped under the blanket. The afternoon Mexican heat was dry and stifling, unlike the crisp mornings. She realized she wasn’t sweating, despite feeling every increase in degree.

At two in the afternoon, she decided to turn the car on for a blast of air conditioning, even if it meant the battery might die. She reached for the ignition, trying to stay under the scratchy serape. Short fingers wrapped in tube socks didn’t quite grip the key, so, desperate in the stifling heat, she decide to risk removing the sock and going for the key as quick as possible. She didn’t want to burn and make this day worse than it had begun. As a ray of sunlight cast itself against her wrist, Maria pulled her arm back before it could become barbeque. But not even a rash appeared. She pulled the blanket off her head and stuck one finger into the light. Nada. She placed her entire hand into the light. Her mood elevated with this sudden stroke of luck. The movies were wrong. But then it struck her, if vampires could walk in the daylight, how many were there out there? She could be just as she was except for the bloodlust.

Maria jumped into the front seat ready to drive off. She held onto the hot steering wheel. “Where are we even going?” she said to herself out loud. Her stomach growled like a waking animal. She looked down at her belly and touched it. There was nothing in there except hunger.

In the hierarchy of needs, blood had suddenly risen to the top with a nagging bite inside of her. That first feed had sharpened her brain, instincts and physical strength. She had accomplished all she wanted to after the factory bloodbath without even thinking. Now the blood high was slowing down like a sailboat without wind.

For the rest of the day and the next, Maria drove with no destination in mind in a hunger-induced vertigo. She only stopped once to refuel as her body didn’t feel the need for sleep. When she paid she kept her hat low and tossed money on the counter. The scent of human blood oozing from the pores of the person behind the cash register made her want to rip their head off their neck. Instead she bit her lip and ran back to the car. Her trembling hands gripped the steering wheel while she fretted how to quench her growing desperation to feed. Her chapped lips and gums ached. She didn’t want to kill, despite the physical elation when she did; she couldn’t run into Diego’s arms expecting him to make everything okay. As her body grew weaker, her mind became ever more desperate as she contemplated her limited options. It dawned on her that this was how thieves are made. She had to steal from a hospital. There was no other way. Hospitals around here had no real security, so how hard could it be?

She had a little gas left in the tank but could use more. She would stop at the next gas station and ask. This was risky because it required her to interact with a human pumping blood that made her salivate. Think of it as a test, she told herself.

A wave of relief calmed her racing mind when she saw the tall gas station logo on a sign glinting in the sunlight. She pressed on the accelerator to get there faster. With a quick turn of the steering wheel she veered toward an empty pump. This one had attendants. A man on the right began to clean her front window and the other pumped the gas. She swallowed hard as she fumbled with more cash than was needed. It didn’t matter. She couldn’t wait for change. The windshield washer moved to her side window. She rolled it down expecting to reach out and hand the man the money. Instead he leaned in close. She licked her lips, his neck in view. His sweat smelled sweet and she wanted to peel his skin like an orange.

“¿Donde esta el hospital mas cercano?” she asked in a shaky voice, trying not to make eye contact or show the teeth she could feel growing the longer he stood there, tempting her with his beating heart and scent.

“Diez millas.”

She shoved her hand outside the window with a fistful of money. It made him stand upright again. She clenched her jaw, wanting to cry out or drain them both. The other attendant must have finished filling up her tank because he now stood next to the window washer counting the cash. Before they could thank her, she left on squealing tires, leaving a plume of dust in her wake.

Ten miles. She only had to make it ten miles and there should be a sign, like for most hospitals.

A few minutes later, she saw it. She tried not to drive too fast as she followed the signs to the staff parking lot at the rear of the building and pulled up. Now it was time to wait until after dark, under that scratchy, smelly serape so no one would notice her. Maria prayed someone would come out for a smoke break and leave the door open. For now, she closed her eyes. Not consuming the two gas station attendants felt unnatural and had taken all her energy and self-control.
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When Maria rewound the tape of memory coiled in her mind, she could just see her grandfather’s half-built little house she and her mother had shared with him, her auntie, and sometimes her uncle, who showed up when he was in between jobs or luck. If not for this house, they would have been homeless once her mother had enough of her father constantly disappearing into another woman’s arms, rolled-up joint or bottle of tequila. Years of her mother’s sobs behind closed doors or slick promises slithering out of her father’s lying mouth had become tiresome for them both.

From the age of six, Maria stayed far from their fights after watching her father push her mother into the bathtub while he was high or drunk, demanding sex. These two angry strangers scared her as they viciously tore each other to pieces with their words. She didn’t understand what they were saying, only that she wanted no part of it nor be the cause. It finally took a severe miscarriage that left her mother in the hospital for two days to be the sign it was time to move on for good. Just one child was enough for Mrs. Muñoz. Sometimes her mother made Maria feel she was too much work with not a lot of reward, as she was a precocious little thing who looked just like her waste-of-space father. Maybe she would have been better off not having Maria. Mrs. Muñoz also had no tolerance for daydreamers, and Maria was a chronic daydreamer.

This feeling of not being wanted fully sunk into Maria’s consciousness when she was about eleven and she realized she was all but forgotten about in her mother’s daily routine. The impending threat of raising a teenager loomed over Mrs. Muñoz, and it seemed she didn’t like it one bit. Maria felt like another body just passing through the small unfinished waystation of a home that the family liked to joke was their version of ‘Heartbreak Hotel’.

Maria often wondered what drunken fumble or sweet nothings had brought her parents together to create and keep an accident they seemed to never have wanted at all. What spectral hand had aborted her mother’s first pregnancy at the age of sixteen but passed over her? At least her parents tried to make a go of it for a few years, she supposed. But during the sporadic times she saw her father after the separation, Maria was always left with disappointment and growing indifference. He usually had bloodshot eyes or smelled of tequila, and was with a different sancha on every occasion. Their meetings were awkward with few loving, warm thoughts coming to mind when Maria tried her best to hug her father.

His smell, his sense of entitlement when seeing her, his hand open for any spare pesos for her dear father—it all tasted like rotting food in her mouth. How these countless women could stand the sight of him was a mystery to Maria. He possessed as much charm as a scorpion. By the time Maria was fifteen, he didn’t bother calling anymore, and Maria didn’t seek anything from this empty man with nothing to give.

Maria didn’t mind making her way to and from school alone. It was all she knew since she could remember. She would daydream through lessons to ward off the boredom. She daydreamed about what she would do when she was grown and where would she go. Would it be like the stories on TV or the glamorous photos in the magazines her auntie left lying about? It didn’t matter as long as she wasn’t miserable, without love like her mother. Sometimes she would do her homework, but no one cared to ask if it was completed by the time she went to bed. What good did school do for anyone they knew? School cost money and time. It didn’t put food on the table or gas in the car or provide water on a hot day.

Maria’s mother worked in the local bakery, taking as many shifts as she could get, which meant starting very early and long hours. When she returned home she didn’t have the energy for domestic matters or the chitter-chattering of a child. Mrs. Muñoz wanted to watch her telenovelas and sleep before she had to get up and do it all over again for a meager paycheck that still left the fridge mostly empty—except for the twenty-four pack of beer waiting to be consumed.

The shining light in Maria’s life was her great-abuelita on her mother’s side. Maria would race to her house with excitement to make homemade tortillas and listen to her chatter on about life. Until Abuelita was quite old, she ironed clothes and made Christmas cakes in used coffee cans for extra money. There was always a warm smile on her face. She gave Maria her silver and turquoise cross to keep her close to God and family. It was her abuelita who also gave her an illustrated Bible to ease her insecurities and fear at bedtime. “Whenever in doubt, Maria, just pray. It doesn’t matter where you are or what you have done. Your voice matters.” Abuelita always knew how to banish the monsters. In the end, God blessed Abuelita with ninety-nine years on this Earth. Maria was eighteen when she said goodbye to her.

When not going through the motions at school, Maria played with her friend Rita, who lived next door. Maria found the transition to living with multiple family members in a crowded house difficult at first. Someone was always getting up for work or coming home. All at different times of the early morning and late night. Everyone’s possessions took up space in the closets and on the floor, giving the house a claustrophobic feeling. When she learned that a little girl the same age lived so close, Maria took it as a sign for good things to come. She felt grown up, coming and going with no supervision. Sadly, that first venture into independence became spoiled when the older cousins of her best friend would visit. The youngest one, a twenty-year old ranch hand nicknamed Paco, enjoyed teasing Maria and took every opportunity to pinch her twelve-year-old rear. He would stick out his tongue and laugh with a leering smile. The smell of lukewarm beer, cigarettes and body odor made Maria feel sick when she passed them in the front room. Maria had a strange fear when those man-boys were around. She could never quite understand what that unshakable shiver down her back meant.

The last time Maria walked into that house the cousins were playing cards and drinking. Maria and Rita dashed into the kitchen for cold sodas to take outside. As the refrigerator door opened, an overwhelming stench of raw meat blasted their faces. On a plate lay a skinned goat head with its eyes still open in their sockets and a purpled tongue hanging out from between its teeth. Congealed blood and fat pooled around the severed head. Various other animal parts surrounded it in sealed containers ready for cooking. Maria stumbled back against the wall and screamed in fear. The cousins let out a roar of laughter.

Rita smiled. “Mother is going to boil it then shred the meat later. She says the head has the most flavor. Don’t be scared. We’ll save you some.”

Maria wanted to burst into tears. Instead, she ran out the door before a hand could reach out and grab her backside. She returned to an empty house. All she wanted was her mother or anyone to hold her and tell everything was okay.

As Maria aged, friends came and went and year after year the faces she knew best dropped out of school. There was always a good enough reason to drop out, especially when the lure of cartel money was so strong. The only motivation for Maria to finish high school was to escape her mother’s home. It was school, or find a crappy job for crappy pay, or work with her mother in the bakery.

After graduation, nothing worthwhile came along, so Maria had to make do. Standing side by side with her mother at the bakery, the daydreams of her youth evaporated second by second. Mrs. Muñoz assured Maria those aches and pains in her fingers and back would go with time. Maria prayed to Jesus she would never just get used to the arthritic cramps of kneading dough. Maybe it was her imagination, but she could swear her mother wore a satisfied smirk of I told you so whenever Maria slipped on her apron. In those bakery days, she felt as small and weightless as sieved flour.

The only satisfaction of the bakery job was handing out the leftovers to the local children. She loved watching their little faces light up at this small act of kindness. Mrs. Muñoz would suck her teeth and ask why she didn’t at least charge them a few pesos. Her mother’s greed incensed Maria, making her desire to leave even stronger, despite not knowing how or when. The kids loved it when she would call Mrs. Muñoz Bruja behind her back, then pretend to be a witch as she chased them around.

Maria hoped to discover some talent to take her away from her lonesome, banal existence. She danced around her bedroom listening to Selena’s upbeat music, imagining what her life could be like. Selena brought childhood magic back into her mind. Most of the popular bands in Mexico at the time were all male. Selena was different. So different to Vicente Fernandez, for sure. Mrs. Muñoz would chastise her for thinking there was ever any other way for them.

“If you don’t want to survive, Maria, then just leave and see what becomes of you. Who do you think you are? You think it will be as easy as María la del Barrio? That is a TV show and this is real life. There’s no rich uncle to take you from this landfill, now or ever.”

Maria started to believe she was right. She felt she wasn’t very good at school or anything else. But then her abuelita would reassure her. “Your destiny will appear when it is needed most. Not just for you, but for others as well.”
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