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Plot Summary

Thirteen-year old, Evita Reynosa, struggles with the dangerous life on the streets of Juárez after being run out of her home by her mother.  She begins to live with Isidora, a woman who houses prostitutes, and deals in drugs.  Her cousin, Petra de la Rosa, comes to the city from the small village of Montenegro with her family, as they seek medical help for her ailing father.  Unknown to Petra, another village girl, Mayela, a Tarahumara Indian girl, also migrates to Juárez with her aunt.  Petra and her mother begin working at an American owned maquiladora, while Evita runs the risk of the city’s streets, and Mayela settles in one of the worst colonias in all of Juárez.  After the abduction of Petra de la Rosa by a powerful cartel leader, the women unite to secure her release living out the nightmare faced by hundreds of women in Juárez—the possibility of being abducted and murdered.  An unforgettable story of love rises above the city’s darkness for the three young women, Evita, Petra and Mayela, mysteriously linking them to the heart of their ancient ancestors, and the cry of modern women for an end to the Juárez murders.

Discussion Topics

1. Evita describes herself as belonging to a “family of freaks.” What has caused her to come to this conclusion? How does her lack of identity contribute to her getting lost on the streets of Juárez?

2. The Mexican police play a morbid role in the murders, often accepting bribes “mordidas” as payment for silence. In what other ways do they perpetuate the murders?

3. Pope Duarte examines the role of “human predators,” both male and female, in Juárez.  What conditions in the city contribute to their success?  Discuss men and women who preyed on Evita, Petra and Mayela.

4. How was Petra’s life in Montenegro different from Evita’s life in Juárez? What roles did Petra’s mother and grandmother play in her life?  In what ways did Petra’s personality change after she moved to Juárez?

5. The Juárez murders are described as femicides, hatred of women that leads to murder. How are the femicides viewed by: Cristal, Isidora, Evita, Flor, Abuela Teodora, Petra and Ester (Petra’s little sister).

6. How does Pope Duarte relate the title of the book to Estevan de la Rosa? What obstacles did Estevan face in Juárez? How did his identity as “head of the family,” change? 

7. The NAFTA Agreement signed in 1992 was pivotal in dismantling the corn economy of Mexico and bringing about the loss of farms in rural communities. What additional problems were inflicted on the working poor of Mexico by the NAFTA Agreement? In what ways have American maquiladoras contributed to the crimes?  How have they perpetuated the cycle of poverty?

8. Mexico has traditionally been described as a country where machismo thrives. How was machismo exhibited by: Estevan, Nico, Antonio, Reynaldo, Ricardo, and Agustín?

9. Mayela Sabina moves into one of the poorest colonias in Juárez. In what ways is the poverty of Los Tres Magos different from the poverty she experienced in her village? How does her terror of Sebastian eventually make her stronger?

10.  At Mayela’s birth, Petra remembers looking for el tsahuatsan, a huge serpent with seven heads as she, Abuela Teodora and her mother make their way through the mountains back to their village. How is the symbol of el tsahuatsan used later in the story?

11.  Luis Ledezma falls deeply in love with Petra. How is his relationship with Petra different from Antonio’s? What position does Luis take against the Mexican police? Against his own brother, Chano?

12.  In what ways do the Americans, Dr. Sylvia Huddleston and Harry Hughes affect the lives of Petra, Evita and Mayela?

13.  How does Evita’s fascination with the painting of the emerald butterfly establish a relationship between the girls?  How does the painting lead to the Miramontes Guzmán cartel? What is the meaning of the term “los Juniors?”

14. Describe some of the obstacles encountered by Petra at la maquiladora, Western Electronics. How does her relationship with Agustín Miramontes Guzmán affect her reputation with other women? How does it change her self-concept?

15.  Gustavo Rios’s role in the abduction of Petra changes. What do you think caused his change of heart?

16.  Pope Duarte’s depiction of Hilo, the cartel driver, and el Cucuy, the notorious leader of Los Rebeldes, leaves no doubt as to their role in Petra’s abduction. What role does Vina Salcido play in the abduction?

17.  How does the term “el mestizo rising” describe Petra’s state of mind while enduring torture? 

18.  What risks does Harry Hughes face in helping Evita find Petra? In what way was the memory of the song Abuela Teodora taught Petra connected to her rescue?

19.  The reporter, Rita Canchola, faces danger after she takes on Petra’s story. What does she conclude in the Epilogue that will help other women face the murders?

20.  What solutions do you think would most benefit the women of Ciudad Juárez in their struggle to end the murders?

