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					Mortui vivos docent.

					Let the dead teach the living.

					
						—Latin proverb

					

				

				…

				
					El desaparecido se lleva hasta su silencio.

					The disappeared leave nothing behind, not even their silence.

					
						—Elena Poniatowska, 
Fuerte es el silencio

					

				

				…

				
					Tomé conciencia, tal vez como nunca antes, de que la comunidad que se había formado alrededor de un puñado de moribundos estaba desaparecida. Y desaparecidas nuestras voces, nuestros olores, nuestros deseos. Vivíamos, por decirlo así, a medias. O mejor: vivíamos con un pie dentro de la muerte y otro todavía pisando el terreno de algo parecido solamente de manera remota a la vida. Pocos sabían de nosotros y aún menos se preocupaban por nuestro destino.

					I became aware, perhaps like never before, that this community formed around a handful of failing souls was, in fact, disappeared. And disappeared were our voices, our smells, our desires. We lived, if you will, in the in-between. Or rather, we lived with one foot in the grave and the other on terrain that held only a remote resemblance to life. Very few knew about us and even fewer worried about our fate.

					
						—Cristina Rivera Garza, The Iliac Crest
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					PROLOGUE

				

				
					ON THE HUNT: THE FLORIST, #11—MARCH 27, 2016

					In the early-morning hours at the Matamoros international bridge between Mexico and Texas, the air had a bracing chill. Miriam Rodríguez had left home in a rush and wore a trench coat over her pajamas. A baseball cap covered her hair, which had been dyed bright red to distract from her face. In her coat pocket she carried a loaded .38 pistol. She scanned the crowd of street vendors selling cold water, knockoff sunglasses, and pirated movies along the concrete esplanade that led up to the bridge. It was shortly after eight in the morning on Sunday, March 27, 2016.

					Miriam’s husband, Luis, had parked the truck somewhere safe and stayed there, out of the way, which he often did when Miriam was on the hunt.

					Miriam was stalking one of the killers of her daughter Karen. Known as the Florist, he was a member of the Zeta drug cartel, which U.S. authorities considered to be the most violent group in all of Mexico. In their campaign to dominate the nation’s criminal economy, the Zetas had blazed a trail of violence through more than a dozen Mexican states, trafficking drugs, smuggling migrants, and kidnapping for ransom.

					Two years earlier, in January 2014, the Zeta cell that the Florist belonged to had kidnapped Karen. Miriam had begged, pleaded, and paid ransoms she could not afford, following the Zetas’ every instruction. She got nothing in return, not even knowledge of what had happened to Karen. Government authorities had dismissed her, ignoring her entreaties or meeting them with a practiced formality that barely masked their apathy. In that void, her grief gave way to acceptance, and then to resolve: to seek revenge and pursue justice herself, for Karen, and for the other families of the disappeared.

					Karen, her youngest, had been for Miriam an unexpected pregnancy; the baby’s birth had breathed new life into her failing marriage. With Karen gone, Miriam had vowed to track down everyone responsible or die trying. Four of the people on her target list, people she deemed responsible for her daughter’s disappearance, were now in prison; another six were dead at the hands of the Mexican marines, gunned down in a raid of the ranch from which the group operated. Retribution for Miriam began as a means to transform pain into purpose, and then became an all-consuming force. And now, based on a tip, she was close to her new target, number eleven: the Florist.

					As she moved among the vendors up toward the bridge itself, she clutched a photo, the sole image she had of the Florist. Skinny, with oval eyes, and a bright complexion, the Florist still very much looked like an adolescent. Miriam had known him as a child, when he sold roses on the streets of San Fernando, where they lived in the Mexican state of Tamaulipas. The Florist had moved to San Fernando as a kid and had stopped attending school in order to earn a living; in later years, he struggled to read and write. On his daily rounds, he would often walk past Miriam’s store with a bouquet of roses under his arm. Miriam had once had a soft spot for the boy—he was skinny, and not well looked after, in her opinion. If he passed her market and Miriam and her three, more fortunate children were eating, she would invite the Florist to join them.

					But like the town itself, the Florist of earlier years had become little more than a memory. Once a small village of farmers and cattle ranchers, San Fernando was now cursed, run on violence and fear by the Zeta drug cartel, consumed by the same daylight gunfights, beheadings, and disappearances that plowed through all of Tamaulipas, located in the far northeast of the country. The town was now infamous for the atrocities that had come to define Mexico’s War on Drugs, the military campaign launched by the Mexican government in 2006 to curtail the flow of narcotics to the United States—and the growing power of the drug cartels who were moving them. With Mexican soldiers on the streets, violence between the army and the cartels grew ubiquitous and unpredictable: The military fought the cartels, the cartels fought one another, and innocents trapped on the battlefronts fell prey to the volatile whims of armed groups.

					Now, on the street leading up to the bridge, Miriam walked by eateries, money changers, and pharmacies selling Viagra, studying the faces of everyone she passed. The moment she hung up with the tipster, she had called Luis to drive her to the bridge, located two hours north in Matamoros, a bustling city of half a million people. Though she and Luis had separated years before, they still worked together, an unlikely pair of vigilantes, to find Karen’s killers. Miriam paused every few minutes to show locals the photo of the Florist, hoping someone might have seen him in the area. Street hawkers often recognized one another, even total strangers. Luis sold home goods and cowboy hats in the San Fernando Market, a single-story building fronted by a brick colonnade near the town center. She worked there, too, selling cowboy boots from her own store, and she could remember the face of just about everyone that came and went with any regularity. But none of the people she asked now recalled seeing the Florist—not from her dated picture, anyhow. She edged closer to the toll plaza at the end of the street, where vehicles and pedestrians climbed toward the bridge’s twin spans leading in and out of Mexico.

					Miriam moved with a deftness that belied her age, sliding in and out of stores and among the individuals crowding the sidewalk. She stood about five foot six, with short-cropped hair, a round face, and metal-frame eyeglasses. At fifty-six, she got around with greater ease than she ever had in her thirties and forties. For most of her life, Miriam had been obese. Though always particular about her looks, wearing earrings and makeup and carefully selected matching outfits for even the most basic outings, she had weighed more than 350 pounds in the mid-2000s. Her friends called her gordita bonita, a playful way of referring to someone both large and beautiful. Fed up with the physical constraints of her weight, Miriam decided to get a gastric bypass in 2007.

					Now, she weighed about 135 pounds and took more pride in her looks than ever. Beyond the change to her looks, though, the transformation allowed her to more readily track her daughter’s killers. The effort required mobility—Miriam spent entire days hiking through abandoned ranches and barren scrubland under the punishing sun, driving to and from Ciudad Victoria, the state capital of Tamaulipas, to pressure prosecutors and government officials there, and staking out safe houses where she believed kidnappers might be hiding their victims. On more than one occasion, Miriam had chased down and tackled Zeta members belonging to the Florist’s cell.

					As an amateur criminal investigator, Miriam was fearless and relentless, twin attributes that served her mission well, even if they left those around her uneasy. Miriam’s children—Azalea, Luis Héctor, and Karen—had often teased their mother that she secretly wanted to be a cop but wasn’t corrupt enough to qualify. Back in 1989, when thieves emptied her husband’s safe, Miriam had found the culprits and recovered the stolen goods. In 2012, when kidnappers had threatened Azalea’s husband, Ernesto, Miriam had insisted on paying the ransom herself. While some people in San Fernando expressed shock at how much Miriam had changed over the years, how she had grown as bold and relentless as the Zetas she was hunting, others saw the same woman they had always known.

					Around the time of Miriam’s physical transformation, San Fernando was undergoing its own metamorphosis. Like so many others that grew up in San Fernando, Miriam had watched in awed silence as her town descended into violence. One of nine children born to ranch hands and farmers, she had spent her entire life there, from high school to marriage to motherhood. Violent death was rare; in the 1960s, when she was a child, a single homicide stunned townspeople.

					Back then, the criminal group that would come to be known as the Gulf Cartel dominated the state of Tamaulipas, and as a result had always had some sort of presence in town. But things had been relatively peaceful. The criminals never bothered regular working people, and in fact relied on their support to conduct business. In those days, Miriam would see them around, driving luxury trucks, throwing parties, eating opulent meals in the town’s restaurants and then paying the tabs of diners to curry favor with the population. The locals had learned to coexist with the group’s operators in San Fernando, and Miriam, like others, came to accept the symbiosis between them—each left the other to their own devices.

					And then, all of a sudden, 2010 had happened and everything she thought she knew about San Fernando and her life there changed. A vicious breakup of the Gulf Cartel in Tamaulipas, a key smuggling route into the United States, led to the area being carved up by two main cartels, the Gulf Cartel and the Zetas.

					The criminal organization that became the Gulf Cartel had run things in Tamaulipas for more than seventy years, first by smuggling alcohol, home goods, and electronics into the United States and then, in the 1990s, by trafficking massive quantities of cocaine, a move that took their earnings into the billions of dollars. As competition from rival traffickers stiffened, the leader of the cartel decided in 1998 to form a paramilitary wing within his organization to protect his interests. That group, originally made up of Mexican Army Special Forces deserters, was known as the Zetas.

					For more than a decade, the Gulf Cartel and the Zetas worked together, side by side like the fingers of a glove, smuggling cocaine into the United States and warring with rival cartels across the country. But in 2010, as disagreements between the two groups mounted, the Gulf Cartel and the Zetas split, and the Zetas decided to go into business for themselves. The fight that ensued between the Gulf and the Zetas for control of the drug trade changed the way cartels operated in Mexico.

					The Zetas, given their military background, were more studied in violence than their onetime Gulf bosses, and far more adept at logistics and planning. They began in 2010 to wage a war for territory and smuggling routes that staggered even the most hardened cartel killers. The Zetas’ bloodlust made the already grim violence that marked the government’s War on Drugs seem quaint by comparison. The Zetas beheaded their victims or dissolved them in vats of acid; they forced captives to fight to the death for their own amusement, like a medieval death rite; and they killed innocents by the hundreds.

					Then, the Zetas’ brand of dehumanization caught on—and spread. For all its exceptions, the drug economy often follows the laws of markets. It demands adaptation, flexibility. Once the Gulf had militarized by adding the Zetas to their ranks, other cartels in Mexico did, too. Competition between criminal groups got a lot deadlier after that. In 2011, the year after the Gulf and the Zetas split, Mexico registered nearly 28,000 murders, more than any other year since the government began collecting homicide data two decades before.

					The Mexican government could neither combat nor clean up the mess it had helped spark with its War on Drugs. Even the declaration of the war, rendered in such stark language, had set the terms for violent confrontation. But in a nation where the rule of law often didn’t exist, where government corruption and complicity with organized crime dated back nearly a century, further back than even the Gulf Cartel itself, the police and prosecutors were largely powerless. Having ignored criminality for decades, a time in which politicians grew wealthy running their own criminal rackets and the cartels grew increasingly powerful in the shadows, the nation’s law enforcement was hardly in a position to enforce the new mandate of confrontation. So the cartels took to the streets for control as regular citizens suffered under the weight of all-out conflict.

					Tamaulipas, located along a prime stretch of the U.S. border, was an epicenter of the war; the town of San Fernando, located in the center of the state, became an epicenter of the epicenter.

					And around the time that everything changed, when Miriam Rodríguez would still see the Florist selling roses along the main avenues of town, the whole state was engulfed in conflict.

					With few economic prospects, the Florist had joined the Zetas in 2013, inducted by a fellow flower vendor who was soon after beheaded. By then, the original, highly trained leaders of the Zetas, the former Special Forces operators who brought military skills to match their ambitions, were long gone. With the increase in violence and bloodshed, and with ever-more-vicious battles raging across the country, the Zetas needed more recruits willing to join the fight, regardless of their experience.

					With little to recommend him for the world of organized crime, the Florist joined as a lookout, earning in one week what took a month of hawking flowers and washing car windows. But as his slide into the underworld progressed, he began participating in the kidnappings-for-ransom the Zeta cell in San Fernando used to finance itself. One of those kidnappings, in January 2014, was of Miriam Rodríguez’s daughter Karen.

					Organized crime touched everyone living in San Fernando, if not directly then through friends or relatives murdered, neighbors disappeared, or the simple privation of life that marked everyday routines. And yet for years Miriam had held closely to the belief that as long as she kept her family out of trouble, as long as they continued working in the market selling cowboy hats and boots, and her son remained two hours away in Ciudad Victoria, and her daughter stayed within the confines of working-class mores, nothing would happen to them. That was the promise of cartel coexistence, as they had come to understand it—to leave alone the innocent and uninvolved.

					Even as things began to change in 2010, Miriam had clung to that faith. She admonished her children to keep their heads down, to mind their own business. This was a violation of her own character—Miriam was always direct with others, never shy about sharing an opinion or pushing back against something she thought of as unfair or unjust. But all that had changed now. She told her son, Luis Héctor, not to come home as often, that she would visit him in the state capital instead. That was another fallacy she had once held—that the violence would target only men, that she and Karen and her older daughter, Azalea, were safe.

					As homicides skyrocketed and a fifth of the population abandoned San Fernando, Miriam held out. Sure, there were kidnappings, but only of the rich. Sure, people disappeared, but most were probably involved in organized crime somehow. The grisly murders? That was just the two warring cartels fighting it out. Denial allowed one to survive under the most abject circumstances, to avoid reckoning with the horrors of daily life and persevere in the face of them. The alternative was admitting that the life she had built for her family was gone; the alternative was fleeing or, in Miriam’s case, fighting.

					It was only after Karen was taken in 2014 that Miriam really grasped how dire the situation was in San Fernando, understood the extent of the damage wrought by organized crime and that its effects were inescapable. Karen had been living at home back then, on a hiatus from university. At twenty-one, she had wanted to switch careers from psychology to radiology and needed a few months to transition.

					Miriam and Luis were newly separated, a split that Karen had taken hard. Unable to convince her parents to reconcile, she had found her outlet in rebellious behavior—staying out late, drinking with friends at parties, driving alone at all hours. With her rosy complexion and blond hair, Karen had always turned heads. Young men flagged down her truck on the town’s main drag to buy her flowers from the street vendors—including from the Florist.

					Miriam worried about Karen’s safety but struggled to control her. It did not help that she was dealing with her separation from Luis—a seismic shift in her domestic life after more than thirty years of marriage. Having accepted infidelity, disrespect, and cruelty from her husband, Miriam wasn’t really in a position to demand things of Karen. At least, Karen didn’t think so.

					When Karen was kidnapped, Miriam had been living in the United States, working as a housekeeper and nanny for a pair of doctors in the border town of McAllen, Texas. She had needed to get away from Luis and the market where they both worked, to put some distance between herself and the overlapping parts of their lives that had made it so hard to separate in the first place. So Miriam placed Karen in charge of her store, Rodeo Boots, and went north to earn in dollars.

					Miriam had been gone barely two months when she got the call telling her that the Zetas were demanding a ransom to give Karen back.

					Two years on, Miriam had pursued the men and women responsible, with more than a little success—four of them were in prison awaiting trial, and six were dead from a Mexican marine raid. But the trail of the eleventh Zeta, the Florist, had been faint. The intelligence on his whereabouts never amounted to much more than rumor and whisper. The young man had fled San Fernando after Karen’s disappearance and, as far as she could tell, never resurfaced in town. Miriam had tracked down his family, friends, and former cartel compatriots, and had even made friends with the widow of a fellow Zeta that was close to the Florist. From this woman, she heard that the Florist was back living in Matamoros, his hometown.

					As the sun crested over the bridge’s red archway, Miriam searched for the Florist in vain. He was not among the vendors stationed along the esplanade, the sidewalks, or even the narrow entrance to the bridge itself, where pedestrians paid tolls to cross over to the United States. The plaza beside that narrow entrance, a triangular patch of concrete with white wrought-iron benches and a large tree growing in its center, was filled with people. Just not the Florist.

					Ever since Karen’s disappearance, there were few friends that Miriam could confide in, whose lives and worlds were close enough to her own that she never felt the need to caveat or explain herself. One such friend was Chalo, the director of San Fernando’s main funeral home. Chalo admired Miriam for being perhaps the only person in San Fernando not silenced by fear: She had told him once that fear was just a word.

					Having spent the better part of half an hour scouring the area leading onto the bridge, she wondered if the tip had been wrong. With no remaining options, she decided to cross onto the bridge itself and look for the Florist there.

					Miriam crossed the toll plaza and began to climb the covered footpath. The walkway had a prison-like feel, everything demarcated and bordered: corrugated tin overhead, textured stone slabs underfoot, and chain-link fence on either side of the handrails, marking the boundaries of public access. Concrete barricades directed cars into bright yellow customs lanes. Traffic, human and vehicular, moved in both directions along the two asphalt decks, while the dull green waters of the Rio Grande passed quietly beneath.

					To the right of the walkway, through the rusted fencing attached to the balustrade, the river divided the United States and Mexico. On one end of the bridge was the state of Tamaulipas, where in recent years organized crime had murdered a leading gubernatorial candidate, two mayors, and numerous police officers. And on the other was Texas, where a pox of empty storefronts offered the only outward sign of crisis along its end of the divide.

					Thousands crossed every day from one country to the other, connected by family, culture, history, and commerce. Miriam had worked in the United States, as had her husband and son. She had crossed this bridge in Matamoros more times than she could count—often to visit the large, air-conditioned malls of Texas. Miriam had once carried Karen as a toddler across another bridge, in the city of Reynosa, for life-changing surgery in Texas.

					Miriam loved to shop, a passion she had passed on to her two daughters. Except that Karen, unlike her mom and older sister, had always been less materialistic. She gave things away freely: clothes, shoes, money. Her siblings thought Karen was just spoiled, having grown up during the flush years, when Miriam and Luis no longer struggled to get their businesses off the ground, and could not understand the value of their relative privilege.

					But Karen was softhearted, a characteristic that set her apart from her siblings. She would take indigent women off the street and clean them up, give them outfits to wear. Karen had missed the lean years, when her parents struggled to make ends meet, and perhaps believed that relative comfort was something to be shared, not clung to. She had treated the Florist with kindness before he ever joined the Zetas. She would see him selling flowers on the main drag of San Fernando, known as La Calle Ancha, or broad street, and while most motorists passed the Florist without a second thought, Karen would hand him a dollar or two, just to be nice. Her daughter’s kindness toward the Florist lodged deep inside of Miriam.

					Miriam continued to study the photo of the Florist, though by now she knew the picture by heart. The Florist, with three others, dressed in a cowboy shirt, drinking beer. He was hard to find on social media—while the others had boasted on Facebook about their exploits, snapping photos with machine guns, piles of drugs, and their fellow Zetas in sordid hotel rooms, the Florist barely showed up in any. Their online profiles had made the young men and women involved in Karen’s murder easier to track. The Florist’s lack of one, meanwhile, had helped him evade Miriam for longer.

					As she walked along the footpath, she glanced up and noticed a young man selling compact discs. Roughly five foot eight, slender to the point of malnourishment. The odds of it. Moving closer to him, she was certain.

					Miriam slipped her hand into her pocket. She worried the Florist would recognize her—by now, everyone in his old group did: Sama, Cristiano, Chepo, Flaco, El Mario. Even with her hat on, Miriam’s bright red hair was difficult to hide. She watched the Florist from a distance, frustrated by the logistics, and called a source in law enforcement to summon the police to the bridge. The cops would take ages to arrive and make the arrest, crawling through the traffic-choked streets of downtown Matamoros and then contending with the international bridge traffic itself. That gave the Florist an advantage. Still, it wasn’t like he could flee into Texas. If he tried to make a break for it, he would have to go through Miriam first.

					Miriam kept to one side of the walkway, doing her best to remain inconspicuous. But along the narrow footpath, the crowd was less diffuse than on the esplanade below, which gave the few vendors on the bridge a shot at pitching their wares directly to each person that passed. It also meant that the Florist quickly noticed the woman lurking nearby, watching him, with her hands tucked suspiciously in her overcoat. Abandoning his goods on the walkway, the Florist took off running. Miriam had by then pulled out her gun. Pedestrians scrambled past as she grabbed the Florist by the shirt and jammed the pistol into his lower back.

					“If you move, I’ll fucking shoot you,” she said.

				

				
					“THE CAPITAL OF HAPPINESS”: THE ZETA TAKEOVER OF SAN FERNANDO, MARCH 31, 2010

					When Miriam was growing up in the San Fernando of the 1960s, it was a quiet, bucolic little town. People didn’t lock their cars, or even their houses. A local rancher might get drunk and make a fool of himself, a jealous husband might get violent, but San Fernando trafficked in small-town drama. The economy ran on sorghum—people called San Fernando the breadbasket of Mexico. They also called it the capital of happiness.

					That changed in 2010 after the split between the Gulfs and the Zetas, and the spectacular battle for power, money, and control followed as the Zetas fought to take over the state of Tamaulipas. It seemed all the worse because of how peaceful San Fernando had been in the decades prior. But Mexico was changing—ever since 2006, when the government announced its War on Drugs, the violence had become more noticeable. The once-hidden underworld of violence was exposed as the military and the cartels fought for control of the streets, often in broad daylight.

					San Fernando had initially been spared the worst of that violence. The eerie quiet even allowed some locals—including Miriam and her family—to believe that maybe, just maybe, the small size of their town would save them. Who would want a little town with no economy to speak of? As it turned out, anyone trafficking goods through the state of Tamaulipas, which shared a 230-mile border with the United States.

					San Fernando would gradually become an icon of state failure, the embodiment of the dark turn that Mexico had taken during the government’s drug war, and of the nation’s inability to correct course as the conflict between the Gulfs and the Zetas recast the shape of known violence in Mexico.

					

					—

					The war between the Gulfs and the Zetas arrived in the early-morning hours of March 31, 2010, with what appeared to be a routine call to the police: A fisherman’s truck had overturned along the highway south of San Fernando, a few miles before the Y junction that splits the entrance to town from a freeway. A small crew of policemen and paramedics raced out of San Fernando to the site at kilometer marker 153, tucked in the folds of the Loma Prieta mountain. Along the foothills, private ranches stretched for miles, accessible via the dirt roads that carved through dense understories of creosote and mesquite.

					Rumors had been swirling for months about a war brewing between the Gulf Cartel and the Zetas. After the two groups separated, anonymous social media posts began to warn of an imminent assault on San Fernando by the Zetas, who had broken off from the Gulf Cartel in January 2010 and been run out of San Fernando by the Gulf. Everyone had been bracing for the worst—the border town of Reynosa, among others in Tamaulipas, had already gone up in flames, collateral damage in the battle for territorial control raging between the groups. But even as other parts of the state of Tamaulipas erupted in violence, San Fernando had remained relatively quiet.

					By March 2010, more than three months after the split, the vigilance of the police in San Fernando had given way to perfunctory security. The police took their orders from the Gulf Cartel, and some of the cops began to think the warnings of a Zeta assault on San Fernando were just bluster. Rather than position lookouts along the highway leading to the capital, Ciudad Victoria, a stronghold of the Zetas, the police stationed about fifteen units inside the San Fernando town limits, by a local trade school near the southern entrance to town—not far from Miriam’s house.

					When the call about the overturned truck came in to the police, at around 4 a.m., ten of the units peeled off to the crash site, which was about six miles south of town. The others stayed behind, stationed outside of the school, sitting in their units or smoking cigarettes in the predawn chill.

					The accident at kilometer marker 153 didn’t look like much: a single driver who refused to go to the hospital and a rolled truck that another highway division would have to sort out. The paramedics, local cops, and federal highway officers stood in the quiet stupor that often accompanied early-morning traffic incidents, waiting for orders.

					The captain of the firefighter squad that served as first responders in town, Angel, scanned the area around the crash site. The highway undulated and then abruptly swerved south toward the state capital; the bend in the road was concealed by a large mountain that loomed behind it, a black mass etched into the dark sky. An uneasy place, Angel thought. More and more Angel had been hearing about shootings along the highways. Just a day earlier, two federal highway cops had been killed in Las Norias, just south of where they all now stood.

					He told his men to pack it up—they didn’t need to hang out on the road for no reason, like targets. A few demurred, complaining that they hadn’t finished smoking.

					“Remember what happened a few days ago,” Angel said, referring to Las Norias. “Well, those people are still out there.”

					Well-built, with a military crew cut and sharp features, Angel looked the part of a fire captain. Though he was new to the job, his men listened to him. The smokers stubbed out their cigarettes and readied to leave, while the local police stuck at the scene wondered how much longer they would need to be there. To them, it felt like a false alarm—no injuries, no wreckage, just an old man who probably fell asleep at the wheel.

					As they began to pack it in, the officers heard movement along the edges of the highway, a low rumble like a gathering storm. As if on a synchronized timer, a cascade of lights began to pierce the inky scrubland and tear along the dirt roads that ran along the highway’s peripheries, and the sound became suddenly clearer, the buzz of engines and low grind of tires on sand. For a moment the cops froze, both mesmerized and terrorized by the strange, unexpected light show. The sight of dozens of trucks snapped them out of their paralysis. Someone was coming, and whoever it was had been waiting in the dark for the right moment. There was no way that could be good news.

					A parade of heavy-duty vehicles suddenly spilled out onto the highway, a freak show of trucks, trailers, SUVs, and gun-mounted rigs spray-painted with the letter Z. The convoy raced toward San Fernando like unhinged freedom fighters bracing for their first taste of war. The cops, with a few seconds’ head start, fled before them, bellowing into their radios. “They’re shooting at us, they’re shooting at us. These bastards are coming from all sides.”

					Near the entrance to town, the Zeta convoy split: Some of the vehicles diverted to the highway bypass, a junction that looped east and then routed into the center of San Fernando, while others drove straight into the police convoy on the south side of town. The second contingent chased the fleeing police vehicles, firing wildly at the patrol cars, which nearly smashed into their parked comrades outside of the trade school, where they remained in formation at the checkpoint. The officers at the blockade, having left their posts, cowered in a barren construction site by the side of the road as their vehicles sustained a hail of gunfire that lasted nearly ten minutes, reducing the squad cars to strafed sheets of metal, each one now alight like a little bonfire. The piercing cries of the police radio frequencies were left unattended.

					Angel, the emergency responder, listened to the panicked wails as he and his men drove back to town. He decided to pull his men to the side of the bypass, onto the shoulder, off of the road. His boss called just then to warn him that the city was no longer safe—the Zeta convoy from the south had blasted past the police blockade and was wreaking havoc in town, bombarding every single government building with automatic gunfire. Madness, shooting up the police headquarters, the municipal president’s office, everything government-related and therefore Gulf-related. The deep explosion of .50 caliber rounds reverberated through town like small artillery. What to do? Angel thought that either staying put or abandoning his vehicle, as his boss suggested, were the only real options. But he was too late.

					In his rearview mirror, Angel could see yet another convoy tearing toward him, the same modified trucks, soldered and transformed into troop carriers. One was a school bus. He took a deep breath and reclined in his seat, accepting right then that he would die. If it was going to be automatic fire, he figured, he didn’t want to see it beforehand. With each sonic whoosh, he counted another vehicle passing. It wasn’t until the third or fourth that he realized that not only were they not shooting, they were honking their horns, mocking him, calling out for him to join the fun. He counted forty-nine vehicles in all, then heard no more.

					In town, the Zeta convoy broke into subgroups, each tasked with attacking a different government facility. For the next six hours, the army of Zetas laid waste to San Fernando, targeting every single public building they could locate—all except the civil protection facility, where Angel worked. From their house, Miriam Rodríguez and her family could hear the barrage of gunfire; the distant low of explosions echoed through the night and into the following morning, the fitful sound of conquest. No one ever figured out why the civil protection facility was spared, but since they were the first medical responders, Angel later assumed the Zetas thought they might need them at some point. As for the municipal president’s building, the prosecutors’ offices, and the public security facility, gunfire flecked nearly every wall, door, and window, acts meant to exert control but also convey what everyone already knew—the town that had once belonged to the Gulf Cartel was gone. The Zetas were now in charge.

					By noon, the Zeta trucks slipped out of sight as suddenly as they had arrived. The streets were quiet again, the reports of gunfire absent. The military emerged from hiding to clear away the blackened vehicles and sweep up the drifts of spent shell casings littering the streets.

					During the assault, Miriam Rodríguez and her family had hunkered down in their home on the south side of town, close to where the cop cars by the trade school had been obliterated. The attack on the town staggered them and everyone else, too, the scale of it unprecedented in San Fernando.

					What surprised those who ventured out in the aftermath of the violence was the death toll: zero. That not a single person had been killed in the Zeta takeover of their town, and as far as they could tell no one seriously injured, seemed a harbinger of the new regime’s designs on San Fernando—a demonstration of force meant to subdue, but not break, the local spirit.

					

					—

					In the hours before the Zetas thundered into San Fernando, Miriam Rodríguez and her family were asleep in their home in the Paso Real neighborhood, unaware of the impending disaster. But earlier that day, Angel had received a cryptic warning from his boss, a rumor of impending war between the Gulf Cartel and the Zetas over who would control San Fernando.

					His boss had come in person to the dormitory in the fire station where Angel was sleeping with the others and called him outside. It was 2 a.m. Angel took a seat on the large staircase that fronted the building and looked up at his boss, who was quietly shaking his head as if having an argument with himself.

					“Angel, stay sharp tonight,” his boss said, looking down at him. “There are problems.”

					Everyone knew there were problems. The challenge was figuring out in the fog of war exactly what was causing them—and what they meant for civilians like Miriam Rodríguez and others caught in the middle of them, the firefights, explosions, corpses draped across bullet-ridden vehicles. You didn’t often see this in the news, though. Much of it came via anonymous emails or random chat groups.

					Angel, who had been promoted to captain just two days before the assault on San Fernando, wondered whether his advancement was in some ways its own act of hostility. Who wanted to be a first responder in a time of conflict, responsible for men he knew there was no way to protect?

					His boss was clearly scared.

					“They’ve split, the Gulf and the Zetas have split,” he continued, “and both are going around attacking all of the security installations in the state.”

					Up to that point, with the Gulf Cartel in charge of San Fernando, things had been relatively calm, at least compared to the rest of the state—in particular along the border with the United States. The Zetas had fled San Fernando without a fight back in January 2010, when their partnership with the Gulf had officially ended. But the Zetas kept promising to return, and that had left everyone uneasy.

					He told Angel to stay inside if possible. If he had to leave the station, he should turn off the perimeter lights. “So they won’t see you,” he said.

					This was four hours before the accident at kilometer marker 153, five hours before the public security building was strafed to the studs by automatic weapons, and six hours before San Fernando fully belonged to the Zetas, an occupation that would last in one form or another to the present day, and would forever change the life of Miriam Rodríguez.

					All wars begin with a break, a release. A moment when the potential for conflict transforms into the kinetic, when the stressed object snaps and the gathered tensions are unleashed. And the January murder by the Gulf Cartel of a Zeta boss in Reynosa had been sufficient.

					War began within a week, a seismic event registered in an instant. Violence erupted along the border and down through the entire state, detonating like a daisy chain explosion, a terrifying sequence of percussive blasts one after another. Each day brought new and rising death tolls. Car bombs exploded in population centers. The cartels began stealing SUVs from dealerships, driving them straight off the lot, four-wheeled conscripts of war.

					The fighting spread to the neighboring northern states, including Coahuila, Nuevo León, and Durango, opening a seam of violence that claimed thousands in just a few years, grisly murder-spectacles that evoked the beheadings and horrific propaganda of killers in the Middle East, like Al Qaeda and the Islamic State.

					Tamaulipas became an object lesson in the fragile alliances that dictate, perhaps more than anything, the degree of violence registered in Mexico. Peace is not, and rarely has been, authored by the state. Organizations slide in and out of agreements and accords, sending murders plunging or surging based on the whims of men for whom death is little more than market regulation.

					Journalists were not allowed to report most of what was happening. If the media blackout was ignored, if a periodical dared to test the resolve of one cartel or another, a beating would be handed out to the offending reporter to remind them. Everything that once existed in the shadows now reared its head publicly—whereas earlier the murder of two journalists by Juan García Ábrego, one of the three iconic criminal leaders in Tamaulipas, had been a state crisis, attended to by the highest levels of government, similar killings now barely caused a ripple.

					Accurate figures were impossible to know—not only because sometimes the dead remained unregistered, with families unwilling to tell the police what had happened, but also because so many people vanished without a trace, kidnapped and disappeared.

					By late March 2010, the war had arrived in San Fernando.

					

					—

					Early on the night of March 30, 2010, Miriam’s son, Luis Héctor, closed his father’s shop in the San Fernando market and went to see friends. It was poker night, and they had been waiting for him to get off work. Though he lived in Ciudad Victoria while finishing university, he often spent weekends working for his father to earn the spending money he needed for school. That night, Luis Héctor and his friends played hand after hand until it was nearly dawn. It was still dark out when the game finally ended, and Luis Héctor decided to stay over to avoid driving home. His Facebook account had been flooded by the warnings of an imminent Zeta attack on San Fernando, threats he was not sure whether to believe but which he took seriously all the same. After sleeping for a short while, he left for home.

					The streets were empty and quiet, cloaked in the denim light that preceded sunrise. Within a few years, almost every one of his friends from that night would be dead, murdered by the Zetas.

					Back home, he put his keys on the kitchen table and kicked off his shoes. Everyone was asleep, Miriam and Luis in their room and seventeen-year-old Karen in hers, alongside their grandmother, Lupita, who was living with them at the time.

					Luis Héctor had been in the house less than ten minutes when the gunfire started, sharp cracks in succession, metal crashing and low-end impacts that felt as if they were coming from the street right outside. Everyone in the house came running into the living room, even Lupita, who couldn’t walk. They laughed when they saw her fly out of Karen’s room and drop to the floor. The family lay pressed against the living room floor as the Zetas fired on the police checkpoint by the trade school a few blocks from the house.

					Luis Héctor edged toward the living room windows to peek outside—his father had parked the family’s new Chevy on the street, and he was worried the truck might be damaged.

					“Get away from the window,” Karen yelled, scaring everyone. “Stay down.”

					They waited for what felt like an eternity, listening to the unfamiliar sounds of gunfire, each blast heralding a passing between worlds, the one they knew and the one to come. The Zeta assault on San Fernando destroyed far more than cars and buildings; it shattered the past.

					When the gunfire stopped, Miriam and her husband decided to drive to the market and check their stores. Luis Héctor joined them. They took Luis’s truck, which was unscathed. On the main road, they passed the trade school, where the police cars sat in smoldering ruin. The police headquarters, or what remained of it after the attack, looked more like a colander than a building.

					How had the Zetas managed to mount such a massive and precise operation, like a military, Miriam asked aloud.

					A strange sensation settled over them as they drove through town, as if they were seeing San Fernando in a haunting and surreal light, like the remnants of a home after a fire, the familiar architecture broken and despoiled.

					“How can they just let something like this happen?” Miriam continued. “What is the government doing? Why aren’t they stopping this?”
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			I.

			
				A LOST DAUGHTER

			

			
			It was 4 a.m. on January 24, 2014, when Miriam’s phone rang and her daughter Azalea’s name popped up.

			“What happened?” Miriam asked.

			“Something awful.”

			“With Ernesto?” Miriam asked.

			“No,” Azalea answered, now sobbing. “With Karen.”

			After hanging up with her daughter, Miriam had quickly packed and left a note for the family she was working for in McAllen, Texas. She told them she would not be coming back. By 6 a.m. on that day four years after the Zeta takeover of San Fernando, Miriam Rodríguez stood outside in the stark January winter waiting for the bus from Reynosa to San Fernando, a two-hour journey through the center of the state.

			She had made her way to the international bridge in Reynosa, the same one she had carried Karen across more than twenty years earlier, when Karen was a toddler. On the bus to San Fernando, Miriam sat near the back and silently wept in the near dark. A few people tried to console her. She understood now that the sympathy of outsiders could never measure up to the chasm left by a kidnapped loved one.

			An elderly man across the aisle handed her his handkerchief.

			“Are you okay?” he asked. Miriam, normally guarded around strangers, told him her daughter had been kidnapped by the Zeta cartel.

			The man nodded, pulled a scrap of paper from his pocket, scribbled something onto it, and handed it to her.

			“That is the name and telephone number of my son,” he told her. “He’s a lieutenant in the marines.”

			Miriam stuffed the number into her purse and forgot about it. Shortly after 8 a.m., the bus entered the municipality of San Fernando.

			

			—

			Hours earlier, Azalea, who was thirty-four and married, had been half asleep when she heard movement near her front door, the slow shuffle of feet across the patio tile and a low groan that she could recognize anywhere: her father.

			After speaking with her sister at 3:30 p.m. the previous day, Azalea had not heard from Karen again. Azalea had asked her to join a church reading, but Karen had declined, saying she was eating a late meal with their cousin. Azalea tried her again around 8 p.m., hoping her sister might have had a change of heart, but Karen didn’t answer. Azalea had then asked her husband, Ernesto, whether he had seen Karen that day. Ernesto said that he had seen her at about 7 p.m., driving along San Fernando’s main street, La Calle Ancha. Azalea relaxed a bit; perhaps Karen’s phone had run out of power, or she had lost or broken it.

			By 10 p.m., when Karen still had not responded to her messages, Azalea knew something was wrong and began calling her sister every fifteen minutes. She checked Facebook and messaged Karen there, then sent her a WhatsApp message: “Hey, charge your phone. I’m trying to call you.”

			Having dozed off while waiting to hear back, Azalea was startled by the sound of her father approaching her front door. From the bedroom window, she could see his shadow stretch in the light of the front porch. They had not spoken in almost two years.

			She padded down the stairs and opened the door before he could ring the bell. She hardly recognized him; he was disheveled and frightened.

			“Karen,” she said.

			He nodded.

			As Luis stepped through the door, his phone rang. Azalea drew close to listen, sensing it had something to do with Karen.

			“Don Luis,” the caller began, “by now you know we have your daughter.”

			The caller relayed that after much discussion, his group had decided on a ransom of one million pesos, about $77,000, for Karen’s return.

			Luis heard the rustling of wind, and then Karen was on the phone.

			“Dad, they just want the money, it’s not about anything else,” she said.

			Luis had not expected to hear her voice, and its sound disarmed him. Before he could respond, she continued.

			“If you pay them, they will let me go,” Karen said. “If not, then I guess this is goodbye.”

			Azalea felt that something in her sister’s voice suggested that she was less than sure her father would save her.

			The kidnapper bade Luis good night and hung up.

			Azalea and her father sat together on her sofa in silence. Eventually Azalea asked him how he would pull together that kind of money, which was more than they had, or could likely even borrow. He shook his head.

			“They want it by 3 p.m. tomorrow,” he said.

			It was nearly 3 a.m. by the time Azalea called Luis Héctor. He answered right away and asked what was wrong, a habit by then. He assumed the call had something to do with Ernesto, or perhaps their father’s health. He told her that he would come home right away, leaving Azalea to make the call she was dreading most, to her mother.

			

			—

			For Azalea, a dreamlike haze settled over the night, surreal and yet tactile and fully formed. Her father sat on the sofa, mute. Azalea wondered if they might wake up and realize that none of this—the kidnapping, the rapprochement with her father, the phone calls—had ever happened.

			At some point they drove to Miriam’s house, where Karen had been living. On the way, her father told her he had already been to the house, after he got the first call from the kidnappers at midnight. Karen’s truck was gone and the house was locked, he told her, though the lights and television had been left on.

			It was almost 6 a.m. when they pulled up again, and still dark outside. Azalea hoped they might find Karen sleeping inside, the subject of a virtual kidnapping, where the criminal only pretends to have the victim.

			Azalea tried the front door, which was now unlocked. Inside, they found Karen’s purse on the living room table, its contents spilling out. The purse had not been there on Luis’s earlier visit.

			“Someone must have come,” he said.

			The home was in disarray, with electrical cords everywhere, papers on the floor, and the furniture flipped over. They both did and did not see the extent of the scene; they were focused on looking for Karen.

			Azalea suggested they go and speak to the cousin who had been with Karen the prior evening, who lived across the street.

			The cousin said that Karen had been eating with him when she got a call. Suddenly, she put her food down and told him that she was leaving, that she needed to give a friend a ride.

			“What friend?” Azalea wondered.

			“Ulises,” the cousin said.

			Before Azalea could ask, the cousin said, “I don’t know who that is either.”

			It was almost 8 a.m. when Luis went home to shower before heading to the bank to ask for a loan to pay Karen’s ransom. He wanted to be clean and well-dressed.

			Azalea went to pick up her mother from the bus station.

			

			—

			On the bus, Miriam had yelled for the driver to pull over a few blocks before the San Fernando terminal; the station was under surveillance by the Zetas, and she wanted to arrive under the radar.

			On the street, Miriam off-loaded her bags and hugged Azalea. After she settled into the car, her phone rang. From the sound of the caller’s voice, Azalea could tell it was the same young man who had called her father. The caller was brusque with Miriam, the respectful tones he had used with Luis now absent.

			He told Miriam to be quiet as he outlined the demands, then handed the phone to Karen. Miriam felt her insides turn; among other things, she was wrung by a sense of guilt, as if somehow this was all her fault, the onus of a parent.

			“Are you okay?” she asked now, her voice cracking. “Have they done anything to you? Are you hurt? Have they hurt you?”

			“Mom, please, let me talk,” Karen shouted. “This is about money. Please just get together whatever you can.”

			As Azalea listened, Karen told her mother the same thing that she had told their father hours earlier, as if the lines had been rehearsed. That it was just about the money, and if they paid, everything would be fine.

			The kidnapper took the phone back and abruptly hung up.

			Miriam collapsed into tears. Azalea had never seen her mother cry like that before.

			Luis by then had showered and was on his way to the bank. Having been a store proprietor for more than twenty years, he was on good terms with the managers there and maintained good credit. The local banks, responding to the demand, had begun to issue loans to pay ransoms, a grim indicator of how common they had become.

			While Luis was still finalizing the details of the loan, the kidnappers called him again. It was 10 a.m. The caller informed Luis that there had been a change of plan; they wanted the money earlier than discussed.

			Luis objected, but the caller silenced him: “Listen, old man, this is going to go how we say, not how you say.”

			Luis was to bring the money in a bag to the San Fernando Health Center. Someone would be there to collect the cash and indicate where the family could find Karen. He was to come to the drop alone.

			The family bundled together their life savings with the money the bank was willing to lend them, altogether a little less than ten thousand dollars.

			

			—

			Miriam parked down the street from the health center, where she could watch the handoff without being seen. Inside the center, a few people sat on fold-out chairs while others milled around. Luis stood outside on the street, waiting.

			The bag man arrived two hours later. He looked like a teenager, with barely any facial hair and a chest so slight it looked concave. He wore a hat and a green jacket.

			Luis held on to the money as the boy reached his right arm out like a sprinter reaching for a baton.

			“And my daughter,” Luis asked loudly, drawing the attention of the people standing outside.

			“At the cemetery in twenty minutes,” the boy replied, tugging the bag loose.

			Miriam watched from her car as the teenager hopped into a cherry-red Ford Explorer and sped off.

			The couple drove slowly to the cemetery, which was just a few hundred yards away. They passed a row of derelict homes, abandoned during the bad days, their lawns overgrown, the structures in disrepair.

			In spite of everything, the cemetery had been maintained, its grass cut, its shrubbery trimmed. On sunny days, giant trees dappled shade over the burial plots. Only now a storm appeared over the horizon, gathering clouds that gave shape to the gray sky.

			Miriam and Luis waited in the cemetery parking lot until dark, but no one came. Back at Azalea’s house, they called the kidnappers, who assured them that everything was cool, no problem, just that there was bad weather and with the rain it wasn’t possible to bring Karen right then. It was true, the clouds had broken into a downpour, and the streets of San Fernando were briefly flooded. If it was just about the money, as Karen and the kidnappers kept telling them, it was only a matter of time before Karen would be released.

			The following day, a Saturday, the family stayed put in Azalea’s house awaiting news. Every sound gave rise to a siege of emotions: a phone call, an errant car horn, a neighbor’s entry or exit. As the hours passed and darkness fell over San Fernando, an unspoken fear began to seize each of them. What if Karen wasn’t coming back?

			Luis Héctor discounted this fear. The family had paid, and the kidnappers of his sister had no reason to renege. The others passed the night clinging to this conviction, though no one slept. The lights of each passing vehicle on the street sent one of them tumbling outside to see if it might be Karen.

			Those lonely hours filled an eternity as they navigated the fraught space between hope and despair. Together for the first time in years, they scarcely spoke, unable to put words to next steps because next steps required word from Karen. To indulge the possibility that Karen might not return would have felt like foreclosing on their own future; to assume she would be back, meanwhile, was akin to testing fate.

			The next morning, Miriam got a call from one of her neighbors. A cherry-red Explorer had pulled up outside of Miriam’s house and two women had gotten out. They had entered the house with a key, then left with a jacket, a pair of black shoes, and Karen’s purse in their arms.

			Everyone agreed this must be good news. They were getting clothes for Karen. It was cold outside. The family compelled themselves to believe everything would be okay because they could not fathom it not being so; it was better to forage for glimmers of hope than to face the dark recesses of their own doubt.

			

			—

			The kidnappers called later the same day to ask for more money. Luis just stared at the phone, refusing to respond. He shook his head and held back tears, spent. When Miriam heard the demand, she yelled, “How on earth do you think we have more money!”

			Ransoms were more art than science, spot calculations and negotiations about what a family could afford. If you paid too quickly, sometimes the kidnappers might try to renegotiate the deal, figuring they had left money on the table. But the family had taken a loan and emptied their savings and had nothing else to give. Their charge was to wait and see what happened. Calling the cops was out of the question. They would not help, and if the kidnappers found out it would only put Karen’s life in more danger.

			With little else to do, Miriam asked Azalea’s husband, Ernesto, to take her home. Luis and Azalea had described the scene at Miriam’s house, the furniture in disarray, items tossed on the floor. Miriam had until then held off going there herself, not wanting to cloud her emotions with the distress of seeing the place her daughter had been taken from. But she was growing curious about the people behind the kidnapping, and the clues they might have left behind.

			On the way, they passed Las Palmas, a simple diner that served coffee and breakfast and was beloved by the old men in town, who gathered there in safer times to share gossip. In the parking lot, she spotted the cherry-red Explorer and yelled at Ernesto, whom she called Neto, to pull over across the street.

			Miriam watched as two men left the restaurant. Before entering the Explorer, the taller one turned to survey the street corner. He swiveled his head toward the cars stopped in front of the traffic light, and the others passing quickly on the perpendicular road, before stopping on Ernesto’s truck. Miriam felt sure that he had clocked her watching them.

			Inside her house, Miriam found the cut cords of a cell phone charger and a straightening iron lying on the floor, their ends frayed. A plastic bag lay near the entrance to Karen’s bedroom, and papers were scattered everywhere. There were signs of a struggle: In the living room, the furniture had been shifted, and the closets were in disarray.

			She picked up a work ID card for the oil company PJP4, which belonged to Karen’s Venezuelan boyfriend. Miriam had had her doubts about him; he was older—and married, she suspected. On the floor of the bathroom, she found a pair of men’s boots.

			It was hard to derive order from the detritus left behind by the kidnappers: the papers, the clothing, the IDs, and the cut charging cables. Miriam knew that the Zetas had been in her house, but what had they done there? The trail of evidence led to no clear conclusions.

			That evening, back at Azalea’s house, Miriam heard a knock at the door and ran to answer it. The visitor introduced herself as Carlos’s mom, a name that took Miriam a second to place. Carlos had been with Karen the night of January 23, the woman said—the night Karen had been kidnapped. Miriam invited her into Azalea’s house.

			Carlos worked for Miriam’s brother in his auto garage and was like a member of their extended family. Miriam had known him from the time he was a boy. He was about the same age as Karen.

			On the night of the kidnapping, Karen had needed help with her truck and Carlos had promised to come check on it after work. That night, he had gone to see her at Miriam’s house with his cousin, who was visiting from out of town. And that was the last time his mother had heard from either of them.

			The kidnappers had called her that morning, demanding a ransom. When Carlos’s mother told them that she had no money, they cackled.

			“Well, we will send him to you in pieces, then.”

			

			—

			The following day, Miriam was merging onto La Calle Ancha when she noticed the red Explorer, the one she had seen outside the restaurant, following close behind her. She tried to stay calm, but before she could change course the driver raced ahead and cut her off in the middle of the street.

			Two young men jumped out.

			“You are Karen’s mom?” the tall one asked.

			Miriam nodded.

			“Meet me in ten minutes at Restaurant El Junior,” he said. “Come alone.”

			Now inside the restaurant, Miriam sat across the table from the Zeta, studying him. She recognized him as the man she had seen from Ernesto’s car: tall, with a gaunt face, light skin, and curly hair. His handheld radio buzzed to life every so often, static reports from the lookouts posted around town relaying the movements of police and military units in San Fernando. Though he never shared his name, on the handheld radio they referred to him as Sama. He was a commander, he told her, and could help get her daughter back.

			Seated beside Sama was a smaller man, a boy, really, probably still in his teens. He had a round face and eyes that looked too big for his head. He was clearly the underling and took the opportunity to eat while Sama talked. When he had finished eating, he looked over at Miriam’s untouched sandwich and asked if she was going to finish it.

			She pushed her plate toward him.

			As the younger one ate, Sama assured Miriam that Karen was alive and safe and in good spirits.

			“Does she smoke weed or something?” he asked. “I mean, that’s how relaxed she is. Just super chill.”

			He said Karen was easy to deal with, and her laid-back demeanor was one of the reasons Sama wanted to let her go. But the decision wasn’t his alone to make, he said. El Larry, who ran the Zeta cartel in San Fernando, would have to make the final call. Miriam made a mental note of the names. Sama. El Larry.

			Sama said he could help. For $1,600, he could make things happen, could make sure the right people said yes.

			Miriam watched him with distrust. The desire to believe that Karen was alive was overwhelming. But they had already paid the ransom, and now Sama was asking for another, claiming he could help while at the same time claiming he was somehow not in charge. It made no sense, though perhaps that was the point.

			A lot about the Zetas in 2014 didn’t make sense. It was a different organization from the one that had terrorized San Fernando back in 2010. Most of the arch criminals from that era were dead or in jail, leaving a younger generation in their place. The broken structure meant the organization was unpredictable, especially at the local level, and far less experienced. The town was under more government control than it had been for four years, with regular patrols by the army and marines. But that hardly meant San Fernando was safe. Kidnappings continued, and the Zetas still did what they wanted.

			In theory, that meant that maybe Sama was telling the truth; maybe some underlings had taken Karen without the permission or knowledge of the higher-ups. In which case, Miriam thought, she needed to play along, or at least play it out. Pretend that she believed him, do the favors he was asking, and hope that he was telling the truth.

			Through the large front windows of El Junior, Miriam could see the red Explorer parked outside and the late-afternoon traffic zipping past it. To her left and right, diners ate their meals. She tabled her doubts that all of this might just be another way to tax her grief and agreed to make the extra payment.

			After the meal, Sama told Miriam he would drive her home. But Luis had driven her to the meeting, against the Zetas’ orders, and he was parked on a side street, out of sight. If she refused a ride, the Zetas would know she had disobeyed them; if she took it, she would be leading them straight to Azalea’s house.

			In the end it didn’t matter. She quickly realized that Sama already knew where she was going. He dropped Miriam off in front of Azalea’s home and told her he would be in touch.

			

			—

			Miriam stared at her phone. More than a week had passed since she had paid the $1,600, not enough time to abandon hope but enough time to begin imploring a mindless cell phone to ring. Azalea’s living room had taken on the look of a temporary staging ground, a one-woman operations center amid the varnished wood and dark patterned fabrics. Empty glasses on the coffee table, papers spread on the sofa, the disorder of a family distracted by worry and fear.

			Miriam’s phone did ring every so often with calls from unknown numbers, sparking momentary surges of hope dashed nearly as fast as it took to answer. Sometimes they were new ransom demands, an unrelated group that had caught wind of the family’s plight and decided to take advantage of it, but after two weeks, Miriam received a call that seemed to be the actual kidnappers, not the posers who were misery shopping. She was in the bathroom when her phone rang, and Azalea raced down the hallway to hand it to her mother.

			“The commander has given the order, and we’re ready to return your daughter,” said the voice on the line. “We just need a small payment, just some pocket change.”

			Miriam was immediately suspicious. Why now, after all this time, and why another tiny ask?

			“If you say you have my daughter, I need to speak with her,” she said.

			“That’s not possible,” the voice responded. “But we’re returning her now.”

			Miriam ignored her better judgment and paid the ransom, depositing $400 at a convenience store in the town’s main plaza. She knew there was almost no chance the man had Karen, but almost was better than nothing. Such was the penury of love. Empty your savings into the account of a stranger, on the faint possibility that they were actually the one who had kidnapped your daughter, that she was actually alive, and that they would actually return her.

			Kidnappers preyed on hope and the asymmetric need for the victim’s loved ones to preserve it. A bald-faced lie could be preferable to the truth in that way, a reason to keep
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				To Shahnaz Ahmed,

				who showed me a mother’s love is enough
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