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			This book is dedicated to the mothers and loved ones of the missing.

			May they find peace.
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			“The U.S.-Mexican border ‘es una herida abierta’ (open wound) where the Third World grates against the first and bleeds. And before a scab forms it hemorrhages again, the lifeblood of two worlds merging to form a third country—a border culture. Borders are set up to define the places that are safe and unsafe, to distinguish us from them.”

			— Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza

			by Gloria Anzaldúa

		

	
		

		
			1

			The jarring movements of the truck startled Livia out of sleep. Her body ached as though someone had beaten her with a rubber hose. The dark air in the space was sweltering and reeked of exhaust and body odor. Her head pounded, and her mouth felt as dry as the sand of the Mexican desert where she was born.

			Panic filled her as she tried to orient herself in the dim light. She could make out that she was in the back of a rickety truck. Despite the narrow air vents along the walls, she struggled to breathe. A faint glow came from a cell phone screen held by a young man—no, a boy—his back against the wall of the truck bed, wearing only a stained “wife-beater” undershirt. Sweat beaded on his dark forehead, and the damp peach fuzz on his upper lip hardly concealed his rotted teeth. The boy wouldn’t meet Livia’s eyes.

			She tried to sit up but found someone had strapped her to some kind of gurney. She tilted her head and winced as a sharp pain shot through her neck. On the floor of the truck beside the boy, Livia noticed a semi-automatic rifle, its metal glinting in the faint light. She gasped when she spotted the IV in her arm, its cold tape pressing against her clammy skin. 

			

			An IV? Did I have an accident? she thought. But why would an ambulance have an armed guard? This is something else. Something worse. 

			She struggled against the restraints, trying not to draw his attention.

			Trying not to scream.

			The truck lurched on the uneven road, flinging Livia’s body from side to side. Her forearms and shins felt bruised from where the straps and buckles dug into her skin. She swallowed nervously and looked at the boy. Even to her eighteen-year-old eyes, he looked so young next to the gun. 

			“¿Dónde estoy? Where am I?” Her words came out hoarse, barely above a whisper.

			The boy stiffened but didn’t answer. She tried again, louder this time.

			“Who are you? Where are we going?”

			He stole a glance at the closed doors at the back of the truck, then back to his phone. Finally, in a shaky voice he whispered, “Shh. I’m not supposed to talk to you. Stay calm. We’ll be there soon.”

			Livia’s heart raced. There? Where was “there”?

			She thought back to the last thing she remembered from the night before but came up blank. Instead, the image of her daughters, Valentina and Ximena, flashed in her mind like a lifeline. Back in the village, her mom was looking after them, and Livia regularly sent them money. Their father had gone north to work in Kansas, and the last she heard, he had started a new family there. She pictured her princesas with their big brown eyes and long lashes, the way she held them both on her lap and breathed in the scent of their hair, trying to make it last until her next visit. She had promised to give them a better life, to shield them from the same desperation that she had faced.

			Who will protect them if I don’t come back?

			Tears stung her eyes as she imagined the fate awaiting her when the truck at last stopped rumbling. Each possibility felt worse than the previous one. Sold to a brothel? Raped and left for dead? Perhaps she’d join the tens of thousands of desaparecidos—Mexico’s missing, faceless victims of the country’s shadowy wars, their families desperately waiting for them to come home.

			The rough straps dug into her skin as she struggled. Her voice broke as she pleaded in a whisper, “Why? Why me? I’m begging you, I have children.” She tried again. “Would you treat your sister this way? What would your mamá think?” 

			The boy flinched and looked away, his face a battlefield of guilt and duty. He squeezed his eyes shut and crossed himself quickly, mumbling a prayer under his breath. 

			“You don’t have to do this!” she pleaded.

			“Be quiet!” he hissed. “If they hear you talking…” His voice cracked. He wiped the sweat from his brow and muttered a prayer under his breath.

			Livia didn’t encounter young people often. For the past year, she’d been living at a truck stop along the well-traveled highway running parallel to the U.S. border. It was a place that buzzed with its usual grim routine, a place where no matter how often Livia showered, she could never scrub the desert grit from her skin. The dry winds had turned her face, arms, and legs into something reptilian. She was still a teenager herself but felt ancient. At least the girls who worked and lived in the trailer there looked out for one another and shared a camaraderie, all of them rowing hard in the same rickety boat. 

			

			Now she remembered, blinking hard into the dark. Hours before, she had stood in her room, staring at the dirty gray ragged lace curtains hung where a previous inhabitant had dared pretend there was a window, let alone any kind of view worth framing. How her bunkmate had warned her about the driver of the purple and red truck.

			“Keep your distance,” she’d said. “He’s always hopped up on pericos. You don’t want to see what he’s like when he gets too rough.”

			Livia had nodded, but there were no guarantees in her line of work. She’d jumped down from the upper bunk and landed on the flimsy floor of the trailer, closed her eyes, and taken a deep calming breath of air. As usual, it had smelled of diesel fumes and grilled salchichas and done little to steel her for the evening’s work. She’d slid into her neon pink miniskirt, adjusted her tank top to show enough of her red bra straps, combed out her bangs, and applied her makeup with precision. Her reflection stared back at her, painted and unrecognizable. She wasn’t Livia anymore—just another “lot lizard,” as the truckers scornfully called them.

			The night had started like any other. Grimy men with cigarettes and loud voices leaned out of their cabs, negotiating prices with girls who kept their smiles tight and their eyes wary. Livia remembered climbing into the cab of a semi, hoping to be in bed by 3 a.m. The truck was green, she remembered. Not purple and red. It was supposed to be safe.

			But something had still gone terribly wrong.

			Finally, the truck screeched to an abrupt halt, throwing both Livia and the gurney forward against the restraints. 

			“¡Ya llegamos! We’re here.” the driver barked from the cab, his voice muffled but sharp.

			

			The boy scrambled to his feet, his small hands gripping the oversized rifle. He hesitated, glancing at Livia. For a fleeting moment, she thought he might let her go. But then he turned away, yanking the doors open to blinding sunlight.

			“Let’s move her,” the driver growled, jumping into the back. She felt hands — rough, impersonal, lifting her. A bandana obscured his face, but his cold eyes told Livia everything she needed to know.

			The boy snuck a quick glance at her one last time, his lips parting as if to speak. Then he grabbed the gurney and wheeled her out into the glaring heat.

			Livia squinted against the sudden burst of sunlight. She felt herself being placed into what looked to her like a real ambulance this time, its faded red cross under a fresh coat of white paint. Two men dressed as paramedics moved in tandem, one driving while the other climbed into the back. The younger man leaned over her, his voice surprisingly gentle.

			“Relax, mija,” he said as he adjusted her IV. “It’ll be over soon.” A cold sensation rushed through her veins. The morphine dulled her pain and pulled her into the abyss despite her best efforts to stay conscious.

			Just before everything faded into blackness, her mind raced. 

			Think! You can’t let it end like this! Not for Valentina and Ximena. As the rear doors of the ambulance slammed shut, one thought burned in her mind: Survive. For them.
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			Francisco Obregón, or “Paco” to those who dared to call him a friend, stalked the edge of his property like a restless pantera, his boots grinding the well-trodden dirt path underfoot. He gazed out at the smattering of homes in the valley and the brown hills sheltering them on either side. He finally stood still and crossed his arms over his chest and, like a king on the turrets of his castle, surveyed his domain below. 

			Behind him loomed the immense and well-guarded hacienda where he lived with his wife Blanca and their three daughters Lola, Esperanza, and Teresa. Built in the style of narco arquitectura, its glittering gold accents, oversized arches, and overstated design made a statement about the owner’s wealth and power. 

			Inside, preparations for his eldest daughter’s quinceañera party hummed like a well-oiled machine.

			Next weekend, Francisco’s eldest daughter Lola would take her place as a princess, draped in a yellow ball gown that was as ostentatious as the hacienda. Francisco imagined the moment he would take her hand for the father-daughter dance, while his friends and family admired her and his rivals envied him.

			A well-coiffed young party planner trailed behind him, clipboard in hand, her impractical high heels digging into the dirt as she struggled to keep up. Every time he glanced her way, she seemed more nervous, eyeing the tattoos crawling up his muscular arms, shrinking away from the scar slicing a jagged line beneath his right eye. He knew his presence was commanding, and he liked it that way.

			“I want my princesa’s party to be perfect,” Francisco said. “Money is no object. I want Lola’s party to be unforgettable. After all, a girl only turns fifteen once, and her coming of age party should be something special.”

			The planner nodded in agreement, scribbling notes on her clipboard. “Of course, señor. We’ve planned a wall of roses here,” she said, gesturing to the right, “and artificial cherry trees with twinkling lights around each table.”

			Francisco’s lips twitched into a smile. The extravagance and the beauty of the celebration were a carefully orchestrated message. A show of force.

			He spun away and looked back towards the hills in the distance. He marveled at how different this was from his own childhood in the countryside. His peasant farmer parents could not afford to throw a quinceañera for his own sisters. Memories flickered unbidden: a dirt-floored house, his father’s bowed head, the sound of his older sister María’s broken sobs as blood stained her torn dress, and little Francisco swatting angrily at a black moth fluttering near the oil lamp. He’d been only seven, too young to fully grasp what was happening. But he’d understood enough.

			“The mayor said that nobody would believe me,” Maria had sobbed. “That I’m a simple girl and a whore. He told me, ‘I play cards with the police chief. It will be your word against mine, and who do you think he will believe? Me or trash like you?’” 

			

			Francisco had felt so powerless then. Even his father, a grown-up, had been unable to do anything to protect his family or get justice for his daughter. He’d felt so ashamed of his father and full of rage for feeling powerless. Now, he’d seen to it that nobody would dare lay a finger on his own daughters. His lovely wife would never work her fingers to the bone cleaning houses like his mother had. He had everything his father had not: power, wealth, and respect.

			He adjusted the black fist-shaped stone amulet, the mano de azabache, hanging from a leather strap on his neck that he had been wearing since childhood. His mother, a devout Catholic-plus—following Catholic rituals while also hedging her bets with pre-Columbian superstitions passed down from her mother and grandmother—had fastened the talisman around his neck decades ago to ward off the jealousy of others. It hadn’t failed him yet.

			Francisco glanced back at the party planner, locking his eyes onto hers like a predator tracking its prey. “Make sure everything is flawless,” he said, his tone brooking no argument. “The decor must be exquisite,” he told her. “This is a night for kings.” 

			The only thing that gave Francisco pause was the ever-present risk that one of the partygoers might fix the evil eye of envy on his daughter when she was the center of attention. Francisco rubbed the amulet three times with the right hand and three times with the left, as he did in times of stress.

			He entered the house into his lavish living room where Lola was in her formal dress, practicing her dance. She looked up at him with wide eyes.

			“Papá, do I look okay? The dress feels so heavy.”

			“Princesa, you look perfect. As beautiful as your mother on our wedding day.” He took her by the hand and guided her through the dance, gazing at her tenderly. Then he proceeded to his office, where his expression hardened as he pulled out his phone and called Marcelo López.

			“Marcelo, it’s Francisco. I will come to the clinic tomorrow to discuss our collaboration there. I expect you will have some news for me about our progress.”

			“Of course, jefe. We are expecting a delivery, so you will be able to review our operations firsthand.”

			Excellent timing, Francisco thought. He did not like to trust important details to others more than necessary. His daughter wasn’t the only one who’d never forget this week.

			It was the start of a grand new phase for them both. 
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			Ruby tightened her grip on the steering wheel of the golf cart as she approached the ferry dock and saw that the boat from Long Beach had already docked and the passengers were disembarking. Feeling the early morning breeze, she zipped up her purple windbreaker, then pulled her visor a little lower over her frizzy blonde curls and took a deep breath of the salty ocean air. She didn’t relax until she saw Andy’s familiar figure standing with a duffel bag slung over his shoulder, waving enthusiastically like a man who had just won a running race.

			Andy Frederick learned early how to take care of himself. Most mornings, before the sun had fully risen, when his mom and brother were still asleep, he was already paddling out through the Huntington Beach breakers. The water was cold, the air too, but none of that mattered to him. The ocean was a key part of Andy’s day, and nothing could keep him from it. 

			By the time he got home, shaking sand from his hair, his mom was already gone—double shifts at the diner, trying to keep food on the table. The note she left on the counter was the same most days: Make sure your brother eats. I love you.

			Andy grabbed the peanut butter and jelly, slathering them onto Wonder Bread and cutting the sandwich in half. “Hey, kid, don’t forget your lunchbox!” he told his little brother as Andy saw him walk into the kitchen rubbing his eyes, his sun-bleached hair sticking up at all angles.

			During the long summer days at the beach that Andy lived for, his baby brother trailed behind him and his friends, trying to keep up. Before long, his brother was catching waves with the best of them, even the guys much older than he was.

			At school, Andy felt like a square peg in a round hole. Letters seemed to jump around on the page. Teachers called him lazy, but he wasn’t. As much as he tried to concentrate, he just couldn’t make sense of it all. But in the water, that was always a different story. He joined the swim team, and the years of surfing had made him strong and fast. He knew with his academic record, college was not an option. 

			The summer after high school, Andy tried out to be a Huntington Beach lifeguard. The try-outs were brutal and competitive—long-distance swims, rescues, and endurance drills, but Andy thrived. The second he pulled on the red trunks and ran across the sand with a rescue buoy in hand, he knew that was where he was supposed to be. He couldn’t believe he would actually get paid to spend the day at the beach.

			Andy had a healthy respect for the ocean. As a surfer, powerful waves had pulled him under many times, nearly drowning him in the process. As a lifeguard, he saw the way a riptide could pull a kid out to sea in seconds. How a brief lapse of attention could mean he might miss someone being dragged under the water silently. 

			The same instinct to be near the water carried him into the U.S. Coast Guard. Andy was a natural, and he loved the structure and thrived in the camaraderie of the organization and the feeling that he was doing something important. 

			“Hey, babe,” he said, wrapping Ruby in a bear hug as she stepped out of the cart to greet him. The scent of his body wash lingered as he planted a big kiss on her lips. She felt silly thinking it, a full-grown woman and a feminist to boot, but she sensed a flutter of warmth in her chest in Andy’s arms. He was in his late thirties but maintained his swimmer’s physique because of his active lifestyle and his job with the Coast Guard, and when he put his arms around her, she felt small and safe.

			“I’m starving. Let’s hit the Pancake House,” he suggested, grinning widely. “I would kill for a cup of coffee.” Ruby noted that Andy’s unguarded expression was so different from her own carefully maintained composure.

			“Great minds think alike. Jump in!”

			Last month, for her thirty-second birthday, Andy had given her a card with a swashbuckling pirate on the front. To her surprise, the inside of the card contained lines from a poem by William Arthur Ward about how a person may try to avoid suffering and sorrow by not taking risks. 

			He knew she preferred to be comfortable and cocooned on terra firma, and she’d tried not to wonder if the poem was a gentle rebuke, its last line a challenge to throw caution to the wind and join him:

			Only a person who risks is free.

			As they drove to the restaurant, Ruby looked out at Lovers Cove next to the ferry dock, a marine protected area where snorkelers could feed the fish and tourists could view them while staying dry on the glass-bottom boat tours. Lovers Cove always reminded her of summers spent here as a child, before everything had unraveled. She blinked the memory away.

			

			They shared a plate of pancakes with strawberries and whipped cream with a side of scrambled eggs as they caught up on the week they had been apart. Andy reached for a strawberry and spoon-fed it to Ruby. In her heart of hearts, she liked it but good-naturedly reprimanded him. “You’re such a goofball. I’m not a baby!”

			“I know,” he teased, “but I like to take care of you. Is there anything wrong with that?” 

			Ruby loved his easy affection, but a voice in her head reminded her to be cautious. Her last relationship had started the same way, all tenderness and adoration—until the cracks showed. Nick’s sharp words and cruelty still echoed in her mind, and the humiliation of his revenge haunted her.

			Ruby felt lucky to have met Andy in line at a restaurant in Long Beach on one of her trips back to the mainland to see her mom. He was a breath of fresh air after Nick, but as sweet and loving as Andy treated her, she felt gun-shy. She was happy that Andy was divorced and had no plans to remarry anytime soon. Andy had told her that his ex-wife Mandy had felt lonely with him being constantly at sea for work, but instead of taking up pickleball or joining a book club, Mandy had been Netflix and chilling with her boss, who was also married with children. 

			“Where did you take the girls last weekend?” she asked, changing the subject. “The Aquarium? A Taylor Swift concert?” 

			“Haha, not this time. We hung out at my place, and I grilled up some hamburgers and then we watched a movie together. I made them turn their phones off. I want to spend quality time with them to make up for the lack of quantity now.”

			She admired the way the divorce turned Andy and his ex into amicable co-parents. They cooperated to manage the girls’ schedules, and he generally put his girls’ needs first. 

			

			“How was your week?”

			“I was working on Dr. Fisher’s books all week,” Ruby recounted. “It took me days to recreate the financials since their hard drive crashed. Can you imagine not having a backup in this day and age?”

			He shook his head. “On the plus side, more hours for you to log.” 

			After two years of working in public accounting, Ruby had been able to “punch her ticket” as a CPA and set up her own business. She worked on clients that she chose, for only the number of hours per week that she wanted to. Ruby had been working remotely from her mom’s private-gated community condo in Avalon on Catalina Island since the beginning of the pandemic. She could work from anywhere with Wi-Fi, so why not here in paradise? 

			“I guess so. How was your week?”

			“Pretty uneventful. We saw two pods of dolphins. You would have liked that. We also had to go out and rescue a sailboat and its crew who lost their motors. But we also caught a sport fishing boat operating in a Marine Protected Area. These people couldn’t care less about overfishing or environmental degradation. It’s disgusting.”

			“Well, it’s good that you caught them. I know how you feel about the ocean.” But even as she listened intently to his stories, part of her held back. When he reached for her hand, she let him take it, but her grip was loose, tentative.

			“Up for some snorkeling today? I brought my gear and some for you.”

			“I don’t know, Andy.” She pulled her hand away. “I do love the water, but it’s so cold this time of year. And I know you think my shark phobia is ridiculous, but…”

			

			“Yeah, even with the lame special effects, the Jaws movie scarred many people for life. Are you sure that’s all it is though? Does this have anything to do with your dad’s accident?” 

			Ruby thought about his question. As much as she loved her home on Catalina Island, it came with feelings of nostalgia and pain in equal measure. Every summer weekend, Ruby’s family used their cabin cruiser to go to Avalon, which was still a sleepy town before cruise ships started stopping there. She and her siblings wandered like feral children, snorkeling, fishing off the boat, watching movies in the Art Deco theater on the first floor of the Casino, buying candy at Leo’s Drugs and hiking up to Wrigley Mansion, stomping to warn away any concealed rattlesnakes. 

			At night, they hunkered down in their sleeping bags inside the boat and listened to books on tape as a family. 

			The family’s trips to Catalina Island came to an abrupt halt before Ruby started middle school. Her dad died one July day while scuba diving in the dive park in Avalon Harbor. A Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Deputy had singled her out from the group of teenagers waiting for the ferry back to the mainland after a three-week biking trip and asked her to accompany him to a waiting van. She saw her family looking tearfully out at her. The sudden loss made Ruby feel like a frolicking deer abruptly brought down by a hunter’s bullet.

			Now, when Andy spoke again, his voice was gentle. “Maybe facing your fears would be the best way to honor your dad’s memory.”

			She wished it were that simple. Trusting the water. Trusting people. She didn’t know if she was built for it anymore.

			“I’m sorry,” she told Andy now. “I’m just not ready. But I’ll think about it, okay?”

			

			Andy didn’t pressure her further. He never did. But still, his birthday card flashed in her mind. The free-spirited pirate who deserved a woman bold enough to hop aboard with him. And that line at the end of the poem inside.

			Only a person who risks is free.
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			Sunday evening, with her bare feet propped up on the balcony railing and a glass of Pinot noir in her hand, Ruby looked out as the sun set over the Pacific Ocean and took in a deep cleansing breath of salty ocean air, listening to the waves lapping against the beach. After many summer weekends on the boat, her parents had come to love Avalon so much that they invested in the condo where Ruby now lived, thinking they might retire there one day. Of course, Man plans and God laughs.

			She’d had an amazing weekend with Andy, full of long walks to the Descanso Beach Club and fancy dinners grilled together at home and enjoyed sitting on the balcony facing the wide expanse of the ocean. And he’d said all the right things when he left about wishing they had more time together. Though a part of her felt the same way, another part enjoyed having a warm, kind and handsome man in her bed who would return to his own routines in the morning. By the time he left, the introvert in her was ready to rest and regroup.

			Ruby was thinking about how grateful she felt to be living in such a beautiful place when she peered over and saw her neighbor Jaime, a mature Ricky Martin doppelgänger who shared the long balcony, sitting in his own deck chair nursing a beer.

			“Hey, Jaime. How was your weekend? How’s Robert?” 

			“He couldn’t make it out this weekend, too much work. Had to stay at home in Torrance. Hopefully, he’ll make it here next weekend.”

			“Andy was asking about him. Plus, he missed Robert’s famous margaritas at Happy Hour. How are you doing?”

			“No complaints here. I’m living the dream!”

			When the condos where they both lived were initially developed in the spot where seaplanes used to land to deliver mail and the hillside was razed, many islanders thought the project blighted the environment and clashed with the town’s culture. But to Ruby, the development reminded her of a Greek island resort, far enough from downtown Avalon to afford some privacy and quiet but close enough to eat at a nice restaurant or pick up her work mail from the post office.

			The slower pace of island life suited her and also helped her manage her multiple sclerosis. Ruby’s condition had first presented itself just after she’d graduated from college. Following the diagnosis, Ruby wondered if anyone would ever love her now because of her “flaws”. From the very start, Ruby had committed to doing everything in her power to manage her symptoms. She incorporated meditation and light exercise into her routine and adopted a healthy diet, but stress impacted her condition more than anything. Leaving the CPA firm—and Nick—went a long way towards living a more Zen-like existence. She often sat there and looked at the ocean, feeling relieved at the twenty-five miles between her and Nick.

			Ruby’s corgi Abacus jumped in her lap, and she scratched his chin. Ruby had rescued him from a shelter after his adorable face, and even more adorable personality, captivated her. 

			Abacus’s fervor and unconditional love had become a comfort to Ruby, and she often had frequent conversations with the dog. They may have been one-sided, but they were honest, and he was a steadfast companion who enthusiastically wagged his tail at everything she said. At night, when she’d lay awake in bed thinking of the gentle patience in Andy’s voice, Nick’s voice was often there too, sharp and cutting, lingering like a smoke that refused to clear. But Abacus would curl his long warm body at her side, and she’d breathe a little easier.

			“He’s a good boy,” Jaime said, chuckling at the dog.

			“The best guy a girl could wish for.”
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			Marcelo López had already showered and dressed for work. He sat at the kitchen table with a mug of steaming coffee, which he held with both hands. His wife Marisol sat across the table from him, her dark hair falling in waves around her shoulders, sipping her own coffee. Their housekeeper tiptoed around the kitchen, frying eggs and chopping fruit as she did every morning. 

			“It’s going to be a busy day today,” Marcelo muttered, the weight of his words settling between them. His green eyes were sharp, but his voice carried a hint of worry. “A busload of gavachos is coming in, and the jefe will be in town. I might not make it back for dinner.”

			Marisol smiled faintly. “It’s okay, amor. My sister’s coming over. We’ll be fine. Have a good day at work.”

			Marcelo leaned in and kissed her cheek as he did every morning. He had known her since high school, and even now, after all the years of marriage and children, he still had no buyer’s remorse. Marcelo tucked his purple dress shirt into his slacks and headed outside, where he found his driver waiting for him in a black sedan. Marcelo slid into the backseat, leaning his head against the cool leather. 

			He never forgot how far he had come. The gleaming high-rise apartment he had bought for his family would have once been unthinkable. Let alone the private school tuition for his kids. A driver. He allowed himself a moment of pride as the car glided through the streets.

			Marcelo had toiled to climb the ladder, taking each opportunity, cutting each corner. His parents had provided for him—his mother, a nurse, and his father, a clerk at the Department of Transportation. But their life had been solidly middle class. Marcelo never wanted to scrape. And now he didn’t have to.

			The New Me Clínica Médica was a sleek, modern building tucked off Boulevard General Rodolfo Sánchez Taboada in the Zona Río in downtown Tijuana, a modern area with shops, restaurants, nightlife, and medical tourism. Ricardo, Marcelo’s ever-faithful office manager, was already at his desk flipping through the day’s schedule. He had been with Marcelo since they first met at the warehouse where they had worked together years ago. His decision to ride Marcelo’s coattails turned out to be a prescient move as Marcelo’s career trajectory had been nothing short of atmospheric over the years. Ricardo had been Marcelo’s “work wife,” organizing Marcelo’s life and meeting his every need before Marcelo himself even knew that he had one. Now Marcelo relied on him for the daily operations of the clinic.

			Marcelo nodded a quick hello at him. “What do we have today?”

			Ricardo glanced up, his face unreadable. “Upstairs, we have three neck lifts, four facelifts, and five tummy tucks.”

			“And downstairs?”

			“Three kidneys.” 

			“Muy bien.” Marcelo rubbed his hands together in anticipation. “We have an important visitor coming, so no mistakes. No la jodes! Don’t fuck around, got it?”

			Ricardo nodded and hurried off to prepare for the day’s surgeries. Marcelo felt a sense of satisfaction at the control he wielded over everything in his clinic — the precise scheduling, the calm efficiency, the business growing with every new client.

			But as he glanced out the windows of the clinic that morning, his stomach tightened as a gnawing thought pestered him, the same one he had every day.

			Sure, business was booming. He and his family had everything they’d ever wanted. But was it worth it? 
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			A sudden pothole jarred the ambulance, moving Livia in and out of consciousness. Each vibration rattled her fragile body, and each bump sent sharp jolts of pain. Through her feverish haze, she caught glimpses of passing shadows outside the narrow, frosted windows at the sides of the ambulance. The air inside the ambulance felt suffocating. 

			The ambulance rolled into the dim parking structure of the New Me Clínica Médica and pulled up to the rear basement door of the clinic. The ambulance driver and a waiting male orderly thrust open the vehicle’s doors, and she squinted against the bright sunlight as they rolled her gurney onto the pavement and then into the building. 

			The sudden cold of the clinic’s air pushed Livia further into semi-awareness. Her damp mini-skirt and tank top clung to her, and her body trembled. The bright overhead lights were blinding and disorienting.

			She tried to move, but her limbs felt like they belonged to someone else. As they pushed her gurney past rows of beds, she saw several people with pale faces, all of them unconscious.

			Somewhere nearby, a deep voice echoed off the tiled walls.

			

			“The demand is there,” a man with a purple dress shirt was telling the other man with a scar below his right eye, gesturing toward the patients. “We could triple our capacity if the supply chain were right. North of the border, the doctors are eager to send us clients.”

			It was obvious that the man with the scar was in command. He stood erect as his serious face swept the room until his eyes landed on Livia’s. He froze, his expression shifting ever so slightly. Livia stirred, blinking through her terror and fatigue, wordlessly imploring him to help her.

			She could only imagine how she must look, trembling, vulnerable, still wearing her neon pink miniskirt. But that softening in his eyes. Maybe she reminded him of someone.

			Please, she thought. Let me remind you of someone. Someone who matters.

			The man’s face turned red, and a glimmer of agitation flashed across it. 

			Then he clenched his fists and turned back to the man with the purple shirt. 

			“Dicho y hecho,” the man in command said, and though his voice was colder now, the other man nodded approvingly. “Leave the supply to me.”
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			The day of the party was finally here. Blanca, Esperanza, and Teresa swarmed around Lola in her bright orange bedroom, chattering. Francisco strode into the room and sat down on Lola’s intricately carved wooden bed with the green velvet headboard, clearing away some of the decorative textile throw pillows to make room for himself. He saw Lola’s reflection in the mirror over her dressing table and smiled at how lovely his daughter looked, how grown up. He felt content, knowing that his princesas were happy, that he could provide this life for them.

			“Papá, can you help me with my tiara?”

			“Of course, mi vida,” Francisco crossed to the dressing table, glancing out of Lola’s bedroom window to the backyard below where the elaborate party arrangements were being set up. In the distance, his security guards walked the perimeter of the hacienda with rifles slung over their torsos.

			“Papá, aren’t you happy? You keep looking out the window.”

			Francisco forced a smile. “I was just thinking about how beautiful you look.”

			“Will you dance with me later?”

			

			“Of course I will!” he nodded, but again his eyes drifted to the guards outside.

			Francisco hadn’t expected how apprehensive he’d feel about the enormity of the event. He had so many family members and friends coming, as well as his colleagues in La Familia and their wives and children. He also invited some of his rivals so that they could see that he was the king of his castle. Cartels implicitly agreed family events were neutral territory. Still, he reached for his amulet, caressing the smooth stone.

			“Come,” he said, setting the tiara on his daughter’s head. “Our guests are about to arrive.”

			As they headed downstairs to greet their guests, a crowd was already forming. He spotted Don Emiliano from Sinaloa. I need to keep an eye on him, Francisco thought, excusing himself from his wife to speak with him. Emiliano was an aggressive man, a man with pretensions. Francisco needed him to know that he better not get any ideas.

			“Don Emiliano.” Francisco looked him in the eye. He placed his left hand on Emiliano’s shoulder, signaling that he was the alpha male. “Thank you for coming. I hope you and your wife will enjoy yourselves.”

			“Thank you for hosting us.” Emiliano glanced over at Lola and then back at Francisco. “It’s a beautiful celebration, Francisco. A real testament to family. Let’s hope nothing spoils it.”

			With a surge of adrenaline, Francisco gripped Emiliano’s arm, his voice a low growl. “If you so much as breathe in her direction, I’ll bury you myself.”

			“Take it easy,” Emiliano laughed dismissively. “I meant nothing by it. It’s just that she is so stunning. It’s hard to protect such a precious treasure. She will have many suitors.”

			Francisco slowed his breathing and looked away. He fingered the talisman around his neck. He wouldn’t let anything spoil this evening. Emiliano was goading him to get him to react. He refused to give the man the satisfaction. But the exchange had left him feeling shaken, and his head throbbed.

			“Why don’t you go get yourself a drink and enjoy the evening?”

			“Thanks, Francisco. I will.”

			As Emiliano walked away, Blanca walked quickly to her husband’s side. 

			“You look angry. Is everything okay, mi amor?”

			“Yes, but I don’t trust Emiliano. He’s a sneaky bastard.”

			“But what did he say to you?”

			Francisco relayed Emiliano’s words to Blanca, and she turned pale. “Do you think she’s in danger?” she stammered. “I hate the people in your business. I hate it is such a dangerous life. Oh, Paco!”

			“Come here,” he said, pulling her face to his. “I have everything under control.”

			“But what if something happens to Lola? Or to you? Every time you walk out the door, I worry that something bad will happen to you!” 

			They had had so many versions of the same argument over the years, and Francisco responded with the same refrain. “Everything I do is for you and the girls. You think I want this life? It’s what I had to do!”

			“What if we leave it all behind?” Blanca begged. “We have money outside the country. We could leave. We could survive with less.”

			“I refuse to run away like a dog with its tail between its legs. I have worked hard for this family, to give you and the girls everything you could ask for in this life. I will not throw it all away! You need to trust me.”

			

			That night, although Francisco felt exhausted from the day’s events, he lay in bed still unsettled, listening to Blanca’s light snoring. Suddenly, he heard a rooster’s crow echo across the valley. That was an omen of death, he knew, and it chilled him to the bone.
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			After she put the kids to bed, María Elena Pérez sat hunched over the desk in her small home office. She typed on her laptop, feeling angrier and more determined with each sentence. She was nearly finished with the article, and she knew it would displease those in power. But this was the truth, and she would write it for anyone brave enough to read it.

			A photo of her father as a young man hung on the wall beside her, notebook in hand, his face lit with the same determination she felt now. Journalism ran in her blood. She could still hear her father’s voice, warning her when she revealed her career plans: “María, the truth is a dangerous thing here.”

			María brushed his warning aside as she worked, the house quiet and dark except for the colorful Talavera lamp on her desk. She had chosen the journalist life with intention, the way she’d chosen every word she typed. She knew Mexico was one of the most dangerous countries in the world for journalists. Law enforcement was no help because public officials committed half of all attacks on journalists, and they blamed organized crime for everything. Outside, she heard the revving of a motorcycle passing by. She winced, listening intently, but to her relief heard the noise fade into the distance. She chided herself for being paranoid and so easily distracted from her task. 

			Her phone dinged. She glanced at the screen and saw another message from an unknown number. 

			“Stop this story, or we’ll stop you.”

			Her chest tightened, but she set the phone aside. It wasn’t the first threat she’d received, and it wouldn’t be the last. She wrote about the twenty-five thousand people who had disappeared in her home state and the discovery of mass graves. She researched Mexico’s Dirty War which mirrored those in Chile, Argentina, and Guatemala in the 1970s and 80s in which the secret police and the military tortured thousands of young dissidents and made them disappear, burying their bodies in clandestine graves or tossing them out of airplanes into the ocean. After all, no body, no crime. She wrote to bring attention to the fact that various cartels adopted the Dirty War tactics, causing the mass disappearances happening right now in Mexico. She reviewed the article she was writing and selected the most representative photos she had taken of the grieving mothers she had interviewed, their hands gripping photographs of their missing children.

			These stories needed to be told.

			After a night of fitful sleep, María sat at the kitchen table with her two young children. She put her worries out of her mind and gave the children her undivided attention. Her daughter smiled and showed her latest drawing to her mother, expecting praise. María let herself relax, the laughter shielding her, if only for a moment, from the very real dangers she was facing.

			Then her phone dinged again. This time, the photo captured her children outside their school earlier that day. 

			Her hands shook as she gripped the cell phone.

			

			“We know where they are.”

			Her daughter looked up, concern in her eyes. “Mamá, are you okay?”

			María forced a smile. “I’m fine, mi amor.”

			Her heart said otherwise.

			The next morning, María stood outside a courthouse, clutching a folder of legal documents. Bogus lawsuits were used as a tool, intended to exhaust her. A reporter from another outlet approached her.

			“María, do you ever think about stopping?” he asked. “I’m sure you’re in their crosshairs. They’ll never leave you alone while you’re shining a light on their sins. It’s not safe!” 

			María straightened her shoulders. “If I stop, who will tell their stories?”

			He didn’t answer.

			That night, María wrote another exposé, this one about some crimes of La Familia. She believed in her heart that freedom of the press was vital because it provided citizens with the information that they needed to hold their leaders accountable. She also believed that what happens to journalists in Mexico should be a cautionary tale for other countries. María stayed up late, long after her children had gone to bed, and put the finishing touches on her work. Afterward, she sat back, staring at the screen, and took several deep breaths to calm herself.

			The silence of the house felt heavier than usual.

			Two weeks later, she was driving home late at night after gathering evidence for a story when a black SUV appeared in her rearview mirror. Her eyes moved back and forth between the road and the car behind her. At first, she wasn’t sure that she was being followed but then noted that every turn she made, the other vehicle did as well. 

			The realization that it wasn’t all in her mind made her heart beat faster in her chest. Without thinking, she gripped the steering wheel tighter. Then it happened. The SUV accelerated, slamming into the rear bumper of her car. She felt the force of the impact in her bones, and her head ping-ponged sharply forward and back. 

			She pulled over to steady herself, waiting for the worst, but no one got out of the SUV. It sat there watching her for a moment, its headlights blazing into her rearview mirror, and then it sped off.

			When she got home, her hands shook so much that it was difficult for her to put the key into the lock. The house was silent as she had sent her children to her sister’s house for the night. She sensed the emptiness and lack of the usual toddler energy and felt a visceral longing for them.

			She didn’t sleep that night.

			Days later, María’s front door stood wide open. Her neighbors called her name with a sense of dread and peeked in through the open door. Inside
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