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			A Word Before Beginning…

			One mistake kept bringing me back.

			I never stopped wondering about that crucial blunder, the same one that Sergio Andrade and Gloria Trevi must have stewed over each day as they sat in their cells, staring through the bars and realizing that if it wasn’t for that single slip—if Sergio hadn’t lost his nerve for a beat when it mattered most—they’d probably still be on the outside, living a life of wealth and glamour and sexual excess, free to continue luring dozens of young women into a criminal enterprise. Sergio was such a mastermind that he was able to operate right out in public—literally on a world stage—and get away with his crimes for years. He was ahead of his time, perfecting a model of coercion and mental manipulation that could later have been a playbook for abusers like Harvey Weinstein, Jeffrey Epstein, R. Kelly, and Sean Combs.

			But awful as those men are, Sergio is in a class of his own. When he began to feel heat from investigators, he didn’t lawyer up, dial back, or plead out. Instead, he went international. He gathered his victims and took them with him on the run, sparking a worldwide cat-and-mouse chase as he dodged the police while searching for a safe place to re-establish his sexual abuse kingdom.

			That’s one reason this story has a hold on me: because Sergio nearly pulled it off. Nothing can teach us more about how to prevent a next time than a near miss the last time. If we’re going to stop future Sergios before they get started, we have to get inside the mind of the one we’ve already captured. And that’s the second reason I’ve stayed with the story so long: because criminal defendants don’t talk. That’s doubly true for sex offenders, who face an even more immediate risk from their fellow prisoners than from the justice system. But for some reason, Gloria and Sergio opened up to me. I got into their prison lives—and their heads—in a way I never expected.

			Thanks to an early tip and some lucky breaks, I was also able to begin reporting on the manhunt before most people even knew it had begun. I spent weeks at a time in Mexico tracking down the families of Sergio’s victims, and it was during one of those trips that I became curious about a peculiar photo I saw on a restaurant wall in Chihuahua. It seemed to be an elderly man wearing a dress and sandals, running down a canyon trail. Later that day I spotted a nearly identical picture in a local magazine, this time explaining that the runner was a fifty-five-year-old Tarahumara Indian who’d beaten all challengers in a 100-mile footrace through the Colorado Rockies. Right off the bat, I knew that was wrong. There was no way some random old guy could run four back-to-back marathons in a pair of homemade sandals, let alone defeat America’s top ultra athletes. No way—or so I thought, until I ventured to the depths of Mexico’s Copper Canyons to see for myself. That remarkable adventure catapulted me on a journey that would last more than four years as my book about the experience—Born to Run—became a global phenomenon.

			But as long as Sergio and Gloria were out there, they were still on my mind. I published one account of their saga before Born to Run even came out, but the story continued to take on fresh twists. I wanted to learn more, dig deeper, and understand it better, so I stuck with the case as it evolved over the years, gathering new information and tracking fresh developments.

			I am grateful that so many people who were dealing with their own confusion and fears were gracious enough to share their time, personal experiences, and invaluable background information from the very beginning. I also relied on court records, transcripts, print articles, television and broadcast interviews, and contemporaneous news stories, as well as written and verbal accounts by the individual clan members. Though there may be different opinions about some of the events, I cross-referenced as many versions as possible and re-created the scenes based on the best information I uncovered.

			In some instances, the dialogue as presented comes directly from the subjects. In others, it is from people who were present at the moment or briefed afterward. I’ve also re-created some dialogue based on memory or a plausible reconstruction. It should not be assumed that all the people quoted spoke directly to me. Dialogue in quotation marks indicates passages believed to be reasonably verbatim. Dialogue without marks indicates it is a best-faith approximation based on credible accounts.

			With that said, brace yourself. It only gets crazy from here.

		

	
		
		
			
				1

				The Fugitive

			
			The prison warden acted like I wasn’t there, keeping his gaze fixed instead on the documents on his desk. That was fine by me. The longer he took to review my appeal, I figured, the better the odds he’d finally buzz open that big steel door and let me through.

			Eventually, he glanced up and met my eyes.

			“No,” he said.

			“Respectfully!” The lawyer seated beside me popped to his feet. “Respectfully, sir! Allow me to bring one thing to your attention.” The lawyer lunged toward the warden’s desk before catching himself and pausing. “May I?” he asked, gesturing toward the scattered papers.

			“I’ve read it all,” said the warden. “Everything you sent me. Everything in the arrest file. Everything in the guards’ reports.”

			“Of course!” the lawyer agreed. “Of course you did.” He splayed out five fingers of his right hand and the meaty thumb of his left. “But I would like to draw your special attention to six words. Just six words.”

			It felt desperate, but I was intrigued to see what he had up his sleeve. So was the warden. He nodded, and the two of us leaned closer to the desk as the lawyer began rooting through the papers. He selected a single page and placed it dead center. It was a newspaper clipping.

			He jabbed a finger at the logo. “One, two, three, four,” he counted:

			[image: The New York Times]

			He skimmed quickly, then forked two fingers above a pair of words in the middle of the page:

			“Five, six.” He read them out loud:

			“Gangster sperm.”

			I knew exactly the phrase he meant, because I’m the one who wrote it. What I couldn’t figure out was why he’d wave it under the nose of the guy who would hate it the most.

			For the past year, I’d been on assignment for The New York Times to see if I could track down Gloria Trevi, the Mexican superstar being hunted by law enforcement around the world. In the space of a single weekend, Gloria had transformed from a rock sensation who’d sold more than 20 million records worldwide into a fugitive at the center of an international dragnet with her face plastered on Interpol Wanted posters.

			The whole saga was bizarre and nearly impossible to believe. In the late ’90s dark whispers began to spread that Gloria, who’d fashioned her image as a champion of girl power, was actually a sexual predator who used her fame to entice young women into a brainwashing obedience cult. Wild stories swirled about her involvement in devil worship, torture, kidnapping, and the mysterious disappearance of her own infant daughter.

			The rumors were outlandish, of course. Except…

			Where was she?

			When police showed up at her home to investigate, Gloria was gone. Also missing was Sergio Andrade—her mysterious, domineering manager known as “Mr. Midas”—and her entire entourage of teenage girls. Somehow, one of the most famous performers in Latin America had vanished from the planet along with a dozen of her followers.

			For more than a year, Gloria and her band-on-the-run were both nowhere to be seen and everywhere you looked. Sightings poured in from people who swore they’d seen the fugitives on a beach in Miami…in a store in Los Angeles…at a border crossing in El Paso…and in the mountains of Argentina, the backstreets of Madrid, and a commune in Indonesia. Despite a manhunt that spanned dozens of countries, however, none of the leads ever panned out.

			Until, one morning in January 2000, a policeman in Brazil became suspicious when two women wearing sunglasses and baseball caps gave him nervous glances and hurried into a store. He questioned them, then demanded their IDs. They led him to a shabby apartment and asked him to wait outside while they ducked in for their passports. He poked his head inside for a look. The room was dark, but in the gloom, he spotted four teenage girls and mounds of clothing and musical equipment.

			A pudgy man with stubbly jowls emerged from a back room and tried to take charge. “I can answer any questions you have,” he offered, speaking Portuguese in a thick Mexican accent, but by then, the cop was already on his radio calling for backup. Fifteen minutes later, the apartment door opened and the fabulously rich, multi-platinum, once-glamorous “Mexican Madonna” was led out in handcuffs and an old gray T-shirt.

			And that’s when things really got weird.

			While Gloria and her crew were being held in Brazil, back in Mexico former members of the clan were emerging with horrifying stories. Gloria’s own cousin said Sergio raped her while Gloria stood in the doorway and watched. Others said that when the police were closing in, the clan abandoned a newborn baby in a Spanish church to escape. Several of the girls even swore that Sergio forced them to secretly bury a dead infant. “When I was a nine-year-old girl going to see my favorite music star,” one backup singer declared, “I never thought that one day I’d be helping her hide a corpse.”

			From behind bars, Gloria dismissed the girls as “lying little nobodies.” But even as the superstar was denying those crimes, another was unfolding—this time, right inside the walls of the prison hospital I was trying to enter.

		

	
		
		
			
				2

				The Wizard

			
			I first got on Gloria and Sergio’s trail shortly after returning from Africa, where I’d been searching for a Philadelphia file clerk who had disappeared from his job only to pop up, months later, deep in the jungle as one of the leaders of a rebel band fighting to overthrow Congo’s dictator.

			“The Clerk Who Would Be King” was one of the strangest stories I’d ever covered and among the toughest to report. I had to track this guy from an apartment in North Philadelphia halfway around the planet and into a part of Africa known as the “Heart of Darkness.” I finally located him and got him to tell me his bizarre tale. The second he was done I thanked him, snapped my notebook shut, and headed for the first flight outta there before the country erupted into war again. When I got home and began catching up with the rest of the world, a message was waiting for me from my former college girlfriend, now a reporter in Mexico:

			You see Trevi out there? Sort of kidding. Sort of not.

			I called her right away. “Is that still going on?” I asked.

			“Huge,” she replied. “Interpol has a worldwide arrest warrant out for them: Detain on Sight.” I heard keys tapping on the other end of the line, and then she said, “Check your email.”

			I opened it up, and there they were: Gloria and Sergio, staring out from a police advisory. It seemed impossible, like turning on the TV and seeing Jay-Z and Beyoncé featured as fugitives on America’s Most Wanted. I was stunned to discover that the story was not only alive but wilder than ever. It had escalated into a vanishing act so bizarre that a seasoned Latin America correspondent was asking, at least half seriously, if I’d picked up on any Gloria Trevi sightings in the African outback.

			After we got off the phone, I reached out to an El Paso detective I’d met on assignment years ago and he brought me up to speed on the search along the border. “Forget the criminal case,” he said. “Why isn’t there more urgency to find out if they’re even alive? You know how a lot of these cults turn out—in a pile of bodies. It’s crazy that for months it wasn’t even a priority to check on the safety of those girls. They’ve been gone so long now, we don’t know where to start looking.”

			That was all I needed to hear. I called an editor I knew at The New York Times Magazine and made my pitch: If I could run to earth a missing file clerk in Congo, how hard could finding an attention-hungry celebrity be? The police were hampered by all kinds of jurisdictional restrictions, I argued, but none of that applied to me. I could go anywhere and follow any lead without waiting for anyone’s permission. It wouldn’t be easy, but if I started right away, I could be in position when the net began to close around them.

			One hour later, I was part of the hunt.

			

			—

			“Gangster sperm!” the lawyer repeated.

			“I’m aware of the story,” the warden said drily, as he pivoted his gaze toward me. “And the source.”

			That wasn’t exactly true. Yes, I’d broken the gangster-sperm story for The New York Times. But technically, the source was a confidential police file I’d been given by a contact in Brazil. My scoop spread like crazy, making headlines around the world and forcing Brazilian law enforcement into the humiliating position of grimly repeating “We can neither confirm nor deny.” They couldn’t deny the story, of course, because one key fact was impossible to hide and growing bigger by the day:

			Gloria was pregnant.

			Call it a mystery, call it a miracle, but somehow the Mexican Madonna had lived up to her nickname by conceiving a baby behind bars despite being locked for months inside the all-female wing of a maximum security prison.

			Gloria refused to reveal the father. Her lawyers implied she’d been raped. Prison guards were swiftly lined up for questioning, but after interrogations and lie detector tests, all of them reportedly were cleared of suspicion. Secretly, investigators were now pursuing a new angle—and that’s what made my story so explosive. Gloria, they surmised, had artificially inseminated herself with semen smuggled to her from another prisoner, using a homemade syringe fashioned from a ballpoint pen.

			“See? That’s what they’re saying about Brazil on the front page of the most important newspaper in the world,” the lawyer said.

			“That’s what he is saying.” The warden tried to fix me with an icy glare, but the dark circles of exhaustion under his eyes just made him look sad. “And that is why I can’t allow him access to interview Miss Trevi.”

			“No,” the lawyer said. “That’s exactly why you should.”

			Once again, the warden and I were united in shared confusion. How exactly does letting a writer for The New York Times into your prison result in fewer articles for The New York Times about your prison? But I knew by now that if anyone was capable of pulling this off, it was attorney Geraldo Magela. I was amazed he’d gotten us this far. I was amazed he was even trying. After all, he wasn’t my lawyer.

			He was Gloria’s.

			Geraldo had a reputation as a legal wizard, a guy with a knack for conjuring magical exits from impossible predicaments—or at least, that’s what he told me when I first called him late one Sunday on his personal cell in Rio de Janeiro. “How’d you get this number?” he demanded.

			I debated how to answer. I wasn’t going to lie and he wouldn’t like the truth. The fact is, I knew that on Sunday nights the Associated Press offices in foreign countries are staffed by rookies. There’s almost never any breaking news on weekends but a million soccer league scores to upload, so new hires always get that grunt-work shift. I waited till about 10 p.m. one Sunday, then called the Rio bureau and told the guy who answered that I was from AP Lisbon (not with, so technically true), and needed the personal number for Gloria Trevi’s lead attorney, stat. I figured the rookie reporter would be so overworked and frazzled, he’d rather make a senior correspondent happy than ask anyone if he was allowed to.

			Minutes later, the entire Gloria file popped up in my inbox.

			I didn’t know how much of this to tell Geraldo, but before I could open my mouth, he cut me off. “You know what? Good for you,” he said. “You have your methods, I have mine. Let’s leave it at that.”

			Geraldo was chatty and charming, and more than happy to share anything about himself but nothing about his imprisoned pop star client. I pushed my credentials—I’m fluent in Spanish and Portuguese after years as a war correspondent for the Associated Press and I write for a magazine with a huge international audience—but Geraldo was a steel fortress. “We’re hoping Brazil will set her free instead of sending her to Mexico in chains,” he explained. “So until that is resolved, she’s not saying a word.”

			I thought that was the end of the road. But soon after I published my story about the Gangster Sperm investigation, Geraldo called me out of the blue. It was nearly ten at night, and I wouldn’t have picked up if I hadn’t recognized the Rio de Janeiro area code on my cell phone.

			“Gloria’s life is in danger,” Geraldo blurted.

			Brazilian law enforcement was so scandalized by the rumors surrounding her pregnancy, he claimed, that they’d do anything to make the whole thing disappear. As a safeguard against any “accidents,” Geraldo decided it was time to get her story out in the open. I could have the exclusive, but I had to get to Brazil right away. Gloria was due to give birth soon, and she’d just been transferred to a secure hospital ward. No Brazilian prison would ever let a reporter inside its walls, but maybe the hospital would.

			“This is our only chance,” Geraldo urged.

			Buuuuutttt…there was a hitch. The prison hospital was deep inland in the hard-to-reach city of Brasilia, and in five days, the whole country would shut down for a full week during the massive street festivals of Carnaval. By the time government offices reopened, Gloria might already have delivered her baby and been returned to prison, or—as Geraldo put it—“been eliminated as a problem.”

			As soon as I hung up with Geraldo, I started dialing. It was Monday night. Carnaval would begin on Friday. That gave me two days, max, to plane, train, and automobile all 4,230 miles to Brasilia from our farm in Peach Bottom, Pennsylvania. Booking a flight would be rough, I knew, since they’d all be crammed with partiers heading to Rio. This was going to be a nail-biter.

			After trying every airline that services Brazil, the best I could manage was standby on a flight leaving at 7 p.m. the next evening out of New York. The sooner I got to the airport the higher I’d be on the waiting list, so I hastily packed a bag, left a message for my editor at The New York Times, and set off before dawn on the thirty-mile drive to catch the first train to Manhattan. By 1 p.m., I had made it to JFK airport and hunkered down for six hours of suspense.

			Just after five o’clock, I heard my name called. I leaped to my feet and hurried to the United desk.

			“Hmmm,” the agent said, flipping through my passport. “You’ve got a lot of stamps in here. I’m having trouble finding your visa.”

			“That’s okay,” I replied. “I’ll get one in the airport when I arrive.”

			She stopped searching the pages and looked up at me. “You know it doesn’t work that way, right?”

			“No, I’m sure it does.” I was about to list the places where I’d gotten visas on arrival—Angola, Kenya, El Salvador, Mozambique, Burundi, Congo, Uganda—but a sickening realization dawned on me before I opened my mouth. I’d traveled to all those countries on reporting assignments when they were in the midst of extreme upheaval or outright war. In fact, I don’t think I’d traveled anywhere in the past seven or eight years that wasn’t either visa-free or under fire.

			“Besides,” the agent continued, “you don’t have room left in your passport. The pages are all full.”

			I continued pleading my case—I need this for work! I’ll go straight to the embassy in Rio for a new passport! And a visa!—but the agent kept waving forward the people behind me and issuing them the last available seats. “We can put you back on standby for tomorrow night’s flight,” she offered. “But first you have to sort out your visa and passport.”

			I left the airport and taxied to a friend’s apartment in Manhattan. I had a make-or-break decision and decided on a gamble. There was no way I’d ever navigate the jam-packed New York City passport office for fresh pages in time to reach the Brazilian consulate before it closed at noon, so my only hope was to persuade them to squeeze the visa onto the corner of a page that was nearly full. The next morning, I was outside the consulate at 7 a.m., two hours before opening. Already, a line of Carnaval travelers was stretching down the block. When I finally reached the window, I had my argument rehearsed and ready. They needed to give me a visa, even if it meant overlapping on a couple of other passport stamps, because I wasn’t just some tourist: I was a credentialed journalist covering a breaking story.

			“Oh, well, that’s different,” the consulate staffer agreed. “In that case, you’ll need a temporary work visa, which requires a letter from your employer to our Department of State. And besides,” he added, “you don’t have enough space in your passport. We need a completely blank page.”

			10:27 a.m. I bolted out of the consulate and taxied across town to the Manhattan passport office, the largest and busiest in the country. When I entered, the waiting room looked like a giant gymnasium after a natural disaster, with throngs of dispirited people huddled on seats and long lines that never seemed to move. No way I’d even reach a window before closing.

			I took a deep breath and walked all the way across the room, ignoring the hundreds of eyes watching me pass. “Excuse me,” I said to the guy at the front of a line I’d chosen at random. I handed my passport through to the clerk. “Gabe said to add new pages to this one.”

			“Gabe?”

			“Yeah, that’s what he said. Extra pages. Right away.”

			The clerk flipped through my passport. “Who’d you say? Gabe?”

			“That’s right.”

			“Let me check.”

			I leaned an elbow on the counter, acting like I nine-to-fived there every day, wondering what the penalty was for Fabricating a Fake Federal Officer Named Gabe. Criminal charges? Passport confiscation? Or just a get-your-lyin’-ass-outta-here? Five minutes later, I had my answer.

			“Here you go,” the clerk said, handing back my newly thickened passport. Gabe, wherever and whoever he was, had just done me a massive favor. I ran out to the street, flagged a cab, and sped back to the Brazilian consulate. Thirty-seven minutes to go. The lines were still crazy long, but I couldn’t even attempt to cut this time because there were only two clerks and one of them now knew I was a journalist. No Gabe could help me now. I got to the end of the second line and inched along, angling my body away from the clerk who could out me.

			At 11:57, I was the last to reach the window. The clerk skimmed my paperwork. “Tourist?” he asked.

			“Yes, sir.” I half whispered, afraid the other clerk might recognize my voice.

			“Can I see your airline ticket?”

			“I’m standby.”

			“So you have no proof of your return flight?”

			“Well…” I thought desperately. “Not proof proof, but you can see from my passport that I travel a lot. For pleasure! I’m not trying to relocate anywhere. Just Carnaval and then it’s right back home.”

			He glanced at his watch. “You might have to—” He mumbled something I couldn’t catch, clearly done with all of us last-minute party planners cutting into his lunch hour so we could dance in Rio while he was stuck in an office. I took a seat next to a raucous gang of vacationers, trying to blend in and remain invisible. It didn’t matter because one by one, travelers were called to collect their passports and go, leaving me exposed.

			Suddenly, a very large security guard materialized by my side. I hadn’t seen him approach because I’d kept my face toward the wall. “Mr. McDougall?” he said. I hesitated, wondering whether the smart move was just to deny it and get out of there before I found myself calling a lawyer from a holding cell for lying on sworn travel documents. The security guard pointed toward the window, where the clerk was waving my passport.

			“Bom viagem,” he called. “Enjoy your trip.”

			Even though it was nearly 1 p.m. and I hadn’t eaten all day, I headed straight for the subway and returned to JFK to get back on the standby list. Six hours later, I was taking off for Brazil, never so happy in my life to be crammed into a middle seat in the back of a plane for a twelve-hour fight. I made it to Brasilia with twenty-four hours to spare, but despite everything it took to get there, I still had one dealbreaker demand:

			“The interview has to be just me and Gloria,” I told Geraldo. “I can’t have you in the room massaging her answers. Even if you keep quiet, it’s just not acceptable to have you stage-managing the conversation.”

			Surprisingly, Geraldo agreed. But he did have a condition of his own. “When we get to the hospital, don’t tell anyone you speak Portuguese,” he said. “The warden and I both speak English. Keep your ears open and your Portuguese to yourself.”

			It was a weird request but an easy one to grant. Only later, when things got crazy, would I discover what Geraldo was up to.

			

			—

			“I can’t keep having these wild stories flying around about Miss Trevi,” the warden was telling us, pushing aside all the documents Geraldo had submitted on my behalf as a sign it was time for us to exit his office. “Maybe we can revisit this after the situation quiets down.”

			“You’ll get slaughtered that way,” Geraldo retorted. “How do you put out a fire? Do you feed it one log at a time? Or do you dump on all the logs and let it blaze out for good? Remember what the Bible tells us: When the wood runs out, the fire dies.”

			Geraldo turned to me. “Proverbs. You can look it up.”

			To the warden he said, “One last article. We let The New York Times weigh in with one big story, then the wood is gone and the rumors die out.”

			The warden wasn’t buying it. He and Geraldo were still arguing when three men in black uniforms with no insignia appeared in the door. One flipped open a federal government ID, then squared his hands on his hips, pushing back his jacket to reveal the pistol holstered on his waist. He barely glanced at me and Geraldo and instead focused all his bristling intensity on the warden.

			“We need an extraction of amniotic fluid from Trevi,” the Man in Black said. “Don’t tell her what it’s for. Just get it and give it to us. We need verifiable DNA on the child before it’s born.”

			“Ay ya!” Geraldo leaped to his feet again. “Ay ya! Absolutely not! That’s unconstitutional! It’s an invasion of her privacy.”

			“You want an invasion?” the officer said. I don’t know if he thought Geraldo and I were hospital staff, but he couldn’t care less. “I’ve got a van full of men outside. We’ll take this place by force if we have to.”

			Cell phones appeared all around. Geraldo had several Supreme Court justices on his speed dial. The warden, shaken, called the health minister who oversaw the prison medical unit. I couldn’t hear who the Man in Black was talking to because he kept his hand cupped around his mouth.

			“Ha!” Geraldo yelled. He handed his phone to the Man in Black. He listened for a moment, grunted a reply, then slapped the phone back into Geraldo’s hand and led his two partners out.

			The court had granted a stay.

			“Oh! Deus! Meu!” Geraldo moaned. “Oh. My. God!”

			The warden quietly finished his own call, then hung up and slumped back in his chair. He raised both hands in a gesture of surrender. “Okay,” he told Geraldo in Portuguese. “We don’t need any more scenes while this reporter is around. Go on in, and let’s get this over with.”

			To me, the warden gave a weary smile. He switched back to English. “Enjoy your visit,” he said. “Miss Trevi is very—”

			He paused, reflecting. “You’ll see.”

		

	
		
		
			
				3

				The Murder Club Theory

			
			“Brace yourself,” Geraldo warned me, as we were buzzed through the steel doors into the hospital ward. “I honestly don’t know how she’s survived this long.”

			Geraldo hadn’t been able to see his famous client in person since she was transferred out of the general prison population, but from their phone calls, he could tell she was in rough shape. “It’s appalling,” he complained. “They put Mexico’s most famous entertainer in the same jail as two of the most dangerous criminals in Brazil. When it comes to incarceration, Brazil unfortunately lives up to its reputation as a Third World country.”

			Gloria had a target on her back from the moment she was locked up, he added. Not because of her stardom: because of the moms. When she was first being led to her cell, a prisoner down the cellblock shouted, “I HEARD YOU MOLESTED MORE THAN A HUNDRED LITTLE GIRLS. YOU BETTER WATCH OUT. A LOT OF US ARE MOTHERS!” For her own safety, Gloria had to be held in protective custody for the first few weeks with a guard outside her cell and a light constantly burning overhead. When she was moved to another wing, her life only got worse.

			“She’s endured rats, bedbugs, prison riots…” Geraldo ticked the horrors off on his fingers, raising them one at a time as if keeping score. “…a cell fire, death threats, and incarceration with an accused murderer. She’s spent twenty-three hours a day in a cement cell with a hole in the floor for a toilet and only a cold-water spigot for bathing.”

			“And sexual assault,” I added.

			Geraldo paused, his seven splayed fingers still in the air.

			“That’s the cause of her pregnancy, right?” I asked. Gloria hadn’t gone public yet with her secret, but wasn’t that why I was there? It seemed strange that Geraldo was still being cagey about it after he’d asked me to travel five thousand miles on twenty-four hours’ notice for exactly that reason.

			Geraldo curled his fingers back into his fists and lowered his hands. He glanced around uncomfortably, then began walking again. “This isn’t the place for that conversation,” he muttered over his shoulder.

			“Wait,” I insisted, hurrying after him. “Just explain this. Why is Gloria still here?”

			For more than two years, Gloria and Sergio had battled desperately to remain in Brazil, using one legal maneuver after another to avoid extradition back to Mexico. “She can afford the best lawyers in the world. If it’s so terrible here, why doesn’t she go home and face the charges? She could be free by now.”

			Geraldo came to a halt and turned to look me in the eyes. “The charges?” he said. “You think she’s worried about the charges?”

			Down the hall, two police officers were guarding a door. Geraldo jerked his head toward them, signaling me to keep my voice down. “Everyone says Gloria was running from the law,” he whispered. “She was running for her life. Hers, and all those other girls. That’s the real secret. She didn’t hurt those girls. She saved them.”

			“Saved them from who…Sergio?” I couldn’t see how that made any sense, since Sergio was with them the entire time.

			“Think,” Geraldo urged. “Do you know how many women have been killed in Mexico over the past few years? Hundreds. Do you know how many of the killers have been caught?” He pinched together the tips of his thumb and forefinger in a big 0.

			“Zero. Nobody.”

			That was true. The Juarez Girl Murders remain one of the world’s most mysterious—and horrific—open cases. Since the early 1990s, more than five hundred young women have suddenly vanished from the northern Mexican borderlands, only to be found weeks or months later buried in the desert. Making the murders especially baffling are two factors: sunlight, and sheer numbers. Many of the girls were grabbed right off the streets in broad daylight, meaning someone had to have seen something…yet there’s been almost no credible eyewitness testimony.

			Second: How could any solo serial killer attack so often? And without ever tripping up, not even once? That’s why some detectives are convinced the Juarez Girl Murders have to be the work of a gang, a syndicate of sociopaths working together as a team. The Murder Club theory has its own problem, of course, because the only thing harder to cover up than a crime is a conspiracy. The more people involved, the more likely it is that one of them will blurt the wrong thing to the wrong person or be spotted returning home some night with telltale blood and scratch marks.

			But what did any of this have to do with a superstar pop singer?

			Yes, many of the girls in Gloria’s entourage were around the same age as the murder victims, and several were from nearby hometowns. And yes, Sergio did have a training academy in Chihuahua, not far from the killers’ hunting ground. Of course, there was also the matter of Sergio’s brother but—

			Wait. Sergio’s brother! In a flash, I got it.

			“Are you saying Sergio’s brother is involved in this stuff?”

			“What I’m saying is this. Either Mexico has the smartest murderers in the world or—” Geraldo grabbed my arm and leaned close to my ear, lowering his voice. “Or the most protected. The most connected.”

			I could tell where Geraldo was going with this. The Murder Club theory only makes sense if the killers have some kind of high-level protection. Otherwise, what explains their supernatural ability to elude detection? That’s why some investigators believe the killings are the work of religious vigilantes determined to wipe out women they believe are immoral. Mexico’s most powerful and corrupt political party—the PRI (Partido Revolucionario Institucional)—is also the most Catholic.

			And who’s a longtime senator and major PRI powerbroker?

			Sergio’s older brother, Eduardo Andrade Sánchez.

			“Now ask me again why Sergio and Gloria won’t go back to Mexico,” Geraldo said. “They’re not in danger for what they did. They’re in danger for what they know. They ran for their lives and took those young women with them. The world is going to discover that Gloria Trevi isn’t a predator. She’s a hero.”

			Before I could point out that Sergio’s brother had never been connected to even a hint of any wrongdoing, Geraldo jerked his head again toward the two police officers at Gloria’s door. “She’s right in there,” he said. “Hear it from her own mouth. Then tell me you don’t believe her.”
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				The Dope

			
			The craziest thing about that story, I thought as I left Geraldo and approached the two police officers guarding Gloria’s door, is that it’s not so crazy.

			Geraldo did have some facts on his side, undeniably. But he was also a lawyer, a very good one, a self-described “wizard” with a knack for helping his clients out of impossible situations, and if there was ever a legal equivalent of pulling a rabbit out of a hat, it would be convincing the world that Gloria Trevi wasn’t a supervillain but a superhero, a celebrity who rocked stadiums and posed for pinup calendars by day but led a secret second life as the selfless savior of young women being hunted by madmen in the northern Mexican badlands.

			My first doubt wasn’t about Gloria, though. It was about the villains. As in, who are they? Who, exactly, is out to get her?

			The best place to hear about such master criminals, of course, was exactly where I was heading. If you’re in the market for a good conspiracy theory, visit a prison. Nearly every criminal I’ve interviewed over the years could explain, logically and persuasively, exactly how they got caught up in something that totally wasn’t their fault. When you’re behind bars, you have a lot of time to take apart the facts of your case and reassemble them in a whole new narrative, gently shifting around the pieces of the puzzle until suddenly an entirely new picture emerges—one with you in the center as an innocent victim surrounded by dark forces conspiring to bring you down.

			“But it’s not your job to be skeptical,” I reminded myself as I reached Gloria’s door. “It’s your job to be dumb.”

			My tough-as-nails bureau chief in Madrid always used to say that, and it’s the best journalism advice I’ve ever gotten. You’re not a professional skeptic, she’d explain; you’re a professional dope. The best way to get to the truth of a story is to start by understanding nothing about it. Don’t come in armed for bear with both barrels loaded with doubts. Instead, talk to everyone you can and ask them to share everything they know. Keep circling back, drilling down a little deeper each time until their version of the story either holds up or falls apart.

			Already that morning, being the dumbest guy in the room had paid off big-time. When the Men in Black burst into the warden’s office, everyone ignored the guy on the sofa who kept his mouth shut and his face blank. Nobody paid me a bit of attention as the whole weird showdown played out in front of my eyes.

			But compared to Gloria, those guys were amateurs. Gloria had been interviewed more often, and way more aggressively, than any Latin star of her generation. Mexican presidents got less press and easier grillings than Gloria. Playing it clueless with a showbiz veteran like her, I realized, was a gamble that could blow up in my face. If she suspected I was playing games, she could shut herself down and ice me out.

			“A senhora Trevi?” I said to the two guards, holding up my passport and a bright red AP press pass that looked impressive if you didn’t notice it had expired five years ago.

			One of the guards led me to a side room. He gestured toward my pockets, which I emptied on a table. I’d been warned that absolutely no electronics were allowed—no phone, no recorder, no cameras—so all I had was a notebook and three pens. The guard examined each page of the notebook, then wanded both covers with a metal detector. He pried the ink straws out of the ballpoint pens and held them up to the overhead light. Then it was on to me: a full pat-down, fingers through my hair, shoes and socks off and toes spread, every inch of clothing squeezed and probed. Maybe Gloria had gotten her hands on smuggled gangster sperm or maybe not, but clearly, these guards were taking no chances of anything like that ever happening again.

			Wow, I thought. If this is how they treat visitors, they must really put prisoners through the wringer. I could only imagine how they handled a problem case like Gloria. No wonder Geraldo told me to brace myself.

			The guard unlocked Gloria’s door. I sucked in a breath, steadying myself, determined not to let the once-glamorous beauty see any shock or pity in my eyes at the sight of her transformation after two brutal years behind bars. But nothing could have prepared me for what I saw.

			Gloria looked magnificent.

			“Well, hello!” she trilled in heavily accented English, scooching higher in her hospital bed and giving me a girlish little wave.

			Gloria’s eyes were lightly shadowed, her lips were glossed, and the trademark mane that inspired both her No. 1 hit single and her box-office smash movie Pelo Suelto (Wild Hair) was fanned forward over her shoulder, the gold strands glimmering in the overhead lights. Except possibly for her very pregnant belly, Gloria could have been ready at any moment to swing her legs out of bed and pose for one of her million-selling pinup calendars.

			I was so stunned, I didn’t know what to say. I glanced around the room, buying time while I gathered my thoughts. At her feet was a brand-new crib filled with stuffed animals and a photo book titled Querida Mamãe: Obrigada por Tudo (Dear Mommy: Thanks for Everything). Her two bedside tables were covered in fresh red roses and Virgin Mary prayer cards. My eyes landed on a big framed photo squeezed between the flowers, tilted just so, like a wedding portrait.

			“Who’s that?” I asked.

			In the photo, Gloria and another woman are wearing prison-issue denim shirts knotted above their navels. The woman has a flirty pout and is running her hands through her long black curls, while Gloria is cozying up against a tall, handsome man, her lips puckering toward the camera in a kiss.

			“The man?” Gloria replied. “He’s a prison guard. The woman is Mary Raquenel.”

			María Raquenel Portillo—aka Mary Boquitas, Gloria’s bandmate for years and the former wife of Sergio Andrade, whom she secretly married at age fifteen. I kept staring at the photo, trying to make sense of it all. Instead of two women in fear for their lives from vengeful Brazilian prison guards, they look like three best friends out on a bar crawl.

			“So,” Gloria said, calling my attention back to her. “What would you like to know about me?”

			I froze for a beat, still fighting to get my bearings. I felt like I’d wandered on to a movie set and couldn’t tell what role Gloria was playing. Was she a brave victim determined to look upbeat? Or was she an icy-cool bandit who could still pull the puppet strings and manipulate everyone around her, even in a notorious hellhole?

			I didn’t know where to start, so I decided to keep it simple.

			“How old are you?” I asked.

			“I am thirty-two years old,” she said. She smiled brightly. “I will be thirty-three next week. My birthday!”

			“That’s not what your passport says.”

			She blinked once, twice, the smile frozen on her face.

			“That’s a confusion,” Gloria finally said. “I lost my original passport and in the copy, they made a mistake with my age.”

			I paused, my pen hovering over my notebook. Because even this, the very first fact of Gloria Trevi’s life, is a mystery.
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				Dance Mom

			
			I’d walked into Gloria’s room with two rare advantages. And from the flash in her eyes when I asked my first question, I could tell she knew it.

			Number 1 was time. Lots and lots of luxurious time. I’d begun my career as a foreign correspondent in Portugal, which meant I was responsible around the clock for everything that happened between the Atlantic Ocean and the Spanish border. My coverage area also included the former Portuguese colonies in southern Africa, which wasn’t a problem while things were humming along quietly in Cabo Verde, Mozambique, and São Tomé e Príncipe, but every few months life got berserkers whenever a pipeline exploded in Angola or its long-simmering civil war re-ignited. I’d drop everything and fly off on the next flight, staying up all night on the red-eye to read whatever aid-agency reports and UN dispatches I’d snatched on my way out the door, then hop a ride to the hot zone, usually jouncing along in the crammed back of an army pickup truck.

			Once, I was returning to Portugal after three weeks covering a turf war between rival diamond-smuggling cartels on the Congolese border when a flight attendant told me an American serial killer was rumored to be on the loose in the Lisbon red-light district. I taxied straight from the airport to the underground brothels on Pink Street and was in the midst of interviewing streetwalkers when the Finance Ministry suddenly announced a press conference on currency rates. I barely made it in time, then raced back to the office to hammer out that piece plus a short item whispered to me by a friend in the prime minister’s office who was dealing with a woman who’d successfully impersonated an army general for nearly twenty years until her new wife discovered—kind of belatedly—that she wasn’t a man. Finally, I wrapped my day covering an FC Porto soccer game alongside a photographer who sipped brandy and smoked Marlboro Lights while editing his film. If I had two hours to research any one of those stories I was lucky, and that mostly came from scribbling interview notes with a phone on one ear while the other rang nonstop from an editor in New York who wanted to know why I hadn’t filed already.

			But thanks to Gloria’s long run from the law, I’d had months and months to track down leads and dig into her past. While police were searching everywhere in the world for her, I was searching Mexico for anyone who knew her. And that gave me advantage #2: the Word Wall.

			Usually, sex abuse is devilishly hard to prosecute because it’s essentially a crime without clues. There’s no weapon, no fingerprints, no corpse or stolen goods or eyewitnesses. The only evidence is one person’s memory, and defense attorneys have shown how easy it is to attack painful recollections when survivors have spent years trying to forget them. Of course, incriminating statements would go a long way toward backing up a victim’s account, except…

			Predators keep quiet. Bill Cosby, Harvey Weinstein, Jeffrey Epstein, Michael Jackson, R. Kelly, Gary Glitter, Subway pitchman Jared Fogle, thousands of Roman Catholic priests—they all lived their lives in the public gaze, yet skated along freely for years because as long as they kept their mouths shut, their embarrassed and bewildered victims often would, too. The true horror of #MeToo was discovering how many sex offenders were roaming loose and how many strong, capable women had been intimidated into suffering in silence. One of them, believe it or not, was Shirley Temple. At twelve years old, she was the most famous and beloved actor on the planet. She was due to make a film with MGM Pictures, and while her mother was reviewing the contract with studio head Louis B. Mayer, Shirley waited in a separate office with Arthur Freed, producer of Singin’ in the Rain and The Wizard of Oz.

			“I thought he was a producer, but instead he was an ‘exhibitor,’ ” Shirley would relate many years later. “I’d never seen anyone naked before, so I had no clue what was happening.” She was so shocked by the sight of this forty-six-year-old man exposing himself that she became hysterical, laughing so manically that Freed quickly pushed her out of the room. She told her mother on the way home what had happened—only to discover that while Shirley was being assaulted by the producer, her mother was being assaulted by the studio chief.

			The sheer criminal recklessness was astounding. Unlike other young actresses, Shirley Temple owned the loudest bullhorn in the country. She was the top attraction for celebrity journalists who reached 100 million readers each month, and her mother was a savvy promoter who knew exactly how to attract TV and radio coverage. Shirley and Gertrude Temple could bring down an absolute shitstorm of outraged publicity on these creeps and end their careers.

			Maybe. Or maybe the powerbrokers would turn the story against them, accusing Gertrude and Shirley of being a pair of mother-daughter vamps who used their sex appeal against a couple of hardworking guys with normal male urges. It didn’t matter that Shirley was only twelve—the unspoken secret of her stardom was her attractiveness to older men (no exaggeration: the Vatican even sent a “morals envoy” to Los Angeles to make sure Shirley wasn’t an undersized adult posing as a child). Gertrude wouldn’t even have to stretch her imagination to guess how the Hollywood execs would push back if accused; all she had to do was walk into a theater and take a seat. “Recreational Sexual Abuse” and “Mouthy Dames Getting What They Deserve” were such common Hollywood plotlines at the time that audiences were actually surprised when the female lead wasn’t jilted, jailed, humiliated, heartbroken, driven to suicide, or—best-case scenario—grudgingly accepted as butch enough to be one of the fellas.

			“For the predators in these movies, consequences are almost always nonexistent. The men casually presume their right to the bodies of these young, beautiful women,” as Dr. Marsha Gordon, the documentarian and professor of film studies at North Carolina State University who has made a specialty of pre-#MeToo cinema, has explained. “These repeated incidences of sexual exploitation appear to be commonplace, even expected. Female characters are rarely surprised when men grope or solicit them.”

			So Gertrude came up with a strategy to protect Shirley without having her driven out of Hollywood as a lying tramp: the two women would keep quiet, finish the film with MGM, and immediately return to the safety of Fox Studios. And it worked—until five years later, when Shirley was nearly raped by Louis B. Mayer’s former son-in-law, studio head David O. Selznik. Selznik locked seventeen-year-old Shirley in his office and grabbed at her, pulling at her clothes until she managed to break free and bang on the door. Once again, Shirley remained silent. For nearly fifty years, she never spoke publicly about either assault. The studio execs knew a great deal when they saw one: they kept their lips sealed as well, trading any urge to boast for the freedom to assault again at will.

			

			—

			Say nothing, trust no one, stay out of sight—that’s the free-pass playbook. But not for Gloria and Sergio.

			When I first got on their trail, I assumed the only
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