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CHAPTER 1

LILA DIXON SAT in the worn-down bleachers behind home plate and considered what she would do if she were ever attacked by a bear. This would of course never happen—she’d never been camping or really done much of anything in the woods. But her fear of bears was fairly pronounced, and she took some perverse enjoyment in imagining scenarios where she was by herself, with little chance of survival. She wondered if bears had soft underbellies like sharks. If they did, maybe she could punch it in that soft underbelly, then run. Or better yet, grab a stick and try to stab it there. She pulled out her phone and typed, “Do bears have a soft underbelly?”

She was interrupted by a voice behind her.

“What do you think?”

She turned to see a man in his early forties in an Oregon State University visor, Oregon State polo, and track sweats.

“What do I think about what?” she replied.

“This kid on the mound. What do you think about him?”

Answering that question was essentially her job, much to her dismay. She’d come here to scout the shaggy-haired teenager who stood on the pitching mound. More specifically, she had been sent to record the pitcher’s velocity and spin rates and enter them in the database for Grand Slam Scouting, her employer. This consisted of setting up the tripod next to her, which held a small tablet that would measure and record all the various analytics. It could be mindless work if you wanted it to be, and Lila did.

“Pretty solid,” she said, without turning around.

She stared at her phone, which struggled to load her search regarding the underbelly of a bear.

“Fastball sits at ninety-two, ninety-three. Good late movement,” the man continued.

She nodded. The search page finally loaded. Bears apparently do not have a soft underbelly and in fact have a strong layer of fat on their underbelly. This was disappointing news. She wondered if maybe she could just outrun a bear. She was thirty-three and in pretty decent shape considering she loved hot Cheetos and hated exercise. She had long athletic legs and the other day she almost chased down a skateboarder who stole a package in front of her apartment. She felt pretty sure if she hadn’t been in jeans she might have caught him. She typed, “How fast does the average bear run,” and hit search.

“Hooo, damn. That slider was nasty. What’s the spin rate on that bad boy?” the man said.

“Not sure,” she said, not looking up from her phone.

“Did you look?”

Lila turned to face the man. “I didn’t.”

She turned back around. She tapped her Converse against the ground. Google search wasn’t loading. Of course. Why couldn’t anyone build a high school baseball field anywhere near a goddamn cell tower?

“Well, if I were you, I’d pay a little better attention, ’cause in my opinion this kid should go top three rounds,” he said.

Lila turned back around.

“Well, that’s why no one gives a solid shit what your opinion is,” she said.

A woman a few seats away caught the man’s eye and his sun-soaked face turned an even darker shade of red. He sat up in his chair.

“I don’t think you know who the hell you’re talking to. That kid on the mound that you’re here scouting is my son,” he said, as if he was a lawyer who’d just triumphantly revealed a surprise piece of evidence that would rock the courtroom. “What the hell’s your uppity ass got to say now?” he added.

“Well, I’d say your son can’t locate his slider, which doesn’t really matter because it’s pretty flat anyway. He doesn’t have a third pitch and won’t ever throw hard enough to get away with two. So he’ll probably spend four or five years in the minors until everyone realizes what it took me about one inning to see.”

The man sat silently. At the plate the batter grounded out softly to the first baseman, who stepped on the bag for the third out.

“Fuck you,” the man said and got up and moved three seats over. Lila looked back at her phone. Her search page was loaded. A bear can run up to thirty-five miles an hour. Damn.
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By the time Lila had driven the 160 miles back to her apartment complex it was almost midnight. It was still over ninety-five degrees, which was one of many reasons she hated living in Valencia. When people think of California, they think of the coast, but most of California is a hot, dusty desert that mocks anyone who attempts to live there. Lila’s apartment complex was called Isla Bonita, which translated to “Beautiful Island.” It had twenty-four units that surrounded a pool destined to have a dead body floating in it. She climbed the stairs to the second floor and saw a figure leaning against the door to her apartment. If it hadn’t been for the lit end of his cigarette Lila might not have seen him at all.

“Daniel. What the fuck are you doing?” she asked.

He flinched at the sound of her voice and put out his cigarette.

“Oh, hey, sorry, I was just waiting for you, I wasn’t trying to be creepy,” he said.

“Well, you failed.”

He moved into the light, revealing a mess of curls bordering a cherubic teenaged face losing a battle with acne.

“You can’t lurk around an apartment complex in the middle of the night. Somebody’ll shoot you.”

“I live here,” he said.

“Yeah, and they’ll find that out after they shoot you.”

She took out her keys and unlocked her door.

“My mom kicked me out. She’s pissed at me.”

“So go apologize,” she said.

She entered her apartment and flipped on the lights. She put her bag down on a worn fabric chair and tossed her keys on a wooden coffee table. The apartment was small—just a dated living room that led to an even more dated kitchen, but it was immaculately clean. Daniel followed her inside.

“I did apologize. She’s still pissed,” he said.

“Then apologize again. What do you want from me?”

She went to the fridge and poured herself a glass of water from a Brita water filter.

“I was hoping I could sleep on your couch. Just for tonight.”

She put her glass down.

“I can’t have my fifteen-year-old boy neighbor sleep over at my apartment.”

“It’s one night! Nobody is gonna think anything, and plus, like, even if they do, people are cool with it when it’s like an older lady and a younger guy. They just don’t like it the other way, you know?”

“Daniel. Go back to your mom and say you’re sorry until she lets you back in.”

She walked over to the front door, opened it, and motioned for him to leave.

“That’s fucked up. I’m coming to you in, like, a time of need and shit,” he said.

“You’re absolutely not. Now please get the fuck out of here and have a good night,” she said.

He shook his head and made his way toward the door.

“You know I defend you to people here? People are like, ‘What’s her problem, why she never talk to nobody?’ and I’m like, ‘Nah, she’s aight, she’s just a bitch sometimes.’”

“Wow. Thank you. It’s great to have you in my corner,” she said. He crossed the threshold and turned back toward her, but before he could speak, she closed the door and locked it.

She kicked off her shoes and walked into her bedroom. She unraveled her hair tie, releasing the messy bun atop her head, peeled her tank top off and tossed it in the laundry basket, then turned on the shower in the adjacent bathroom and sat down on her bed as she waited for the water to get hot. Although, to be fair, the shower never got “hot.” She’d called the landlord to come fix it once before. When he came over he turned it on, saw it steam up, and said, “It wouldn’t do that if it wasn’t hot.” Lila countered that it was just “performatively warm.” He said he didn’t know what that meant but that if it stopped steaming then he’d send someone to fix it. She’d lived in worse places—hell, she’d only lived in worse places—this was the nicest dump of the lot.

She had began peeling her socks off when her phone started buzzing. Someone was calling her at 12:27 a.m.… She looked at the screen. Arturo Jimenez. She picked it up.

“It’s the middle of the night,” she said.

“I know,” Arturo said. His voice sounded as if he’d just woken up.

“I fucked something up,” she guessed.

“No. That’s not—”

“You fucked something up?”

“No. I—”

“You’re firing me.”

“Stop guessing, okay. Just let me—let me talk,” he said.

The tenor of his voice changed. There was something wrong. She stopped pulling off her other sock. It hung halfway off her foot.

“Look, I don’t exactly know how to put this, and if you need anything at all, just, whatever you need, let me know—”

“Arturo, what are you trying to tell me?” She braced for impact.

“Your mom has gone missing. Nobody’s heard from her in a week.”

Lila laid her head back on her pillows.

“Oh, Jesus Christ. I thought you were gonna say something worse. She goes missing all the time.” She grabbed a few strands of hair across her shoulder and inspected their frayed ends.

“What?”

“Yeah, she’s got issues. Struggles with her mental health. You didn’t know that?”

“No.”

“She does this shit all the time. She’ll come back. It’s fine. I mean, it’s not fine, but, it’s fine. How’d you even find that out?”

There was a beat of silence.

“Well, that’s the other part,” Arturo said. “Your dad’s the one who told me.”

“How the fuck would he know? They haven’t talked in twenty years.”

“Because he… he called me from jail. He says the cops think he killed her.”







CHAPTER 2

“I NEED SIXTY on pump three,” Lila said, holding out her credit card. The man behind the counter of the ARCO wiped his nose on the sleeve of his T-shirt commemorating the 1997 tour for the band System of a Down.

“You can use a card at the pump,” he replied. He picked up his phone and began texting someone.

“I did that and then it said, ‘See cashier,’ and that’s where we’re at in the story,” she replied.

“It might be your card,” he said, not looking up from his phone.

“It’s not my card. I’m kind of in a hurry, can you just run it here?”

The man begrudgingly took her card and gave it a once-over before running it.

“You related to John Dixon?” he asked.

“Yes.”

She immediately regretted this admission.

“Oh, dang. Dude, Dix was a beast. So fucked up what happened to him. He shoulda been in the big leagues.”

“It’s a chip card so you can’t swipe it,” Lila said.

“My brother actually played ball with him in high school. Just for like a year and then he got thrown out of school for doing meth,” he said, still holding her card. Still not running it.

“Yeah, can’t do meth.”

“Yeah, meth is fucked up,” he said.

“Can you run my card?”

“Yeah, for sure.” He took her credit card and slid it into the device.

“So, are you like his wife?”

Lila stared at him.

“He’s my dad.”

“Oh, damn. My bad. I mean, that’s a compliment. Dude used to pull ass.”

The beeping from the credit card reader broke the silence. He handed her card back to her.

“All right, you’re good to go,” he said.

Lila took her card and made a mental note to sanitize her hands when she returned to her car. She headed for the glass double doors. They swooshed open, blasting her with dry California heat.

“Hey,” the man said.

She stopped and turned around, thinking maybe she forgot something in her rush to get back to her car and scrub all the skin off her body.

“If you see Dix tell him Dave Esterly’s little brother says what’s up,” he said.

“I’m not gonna do that.”

“Okay, cool, have a good one.”

[image: ]
Lila hadn’t lived in Los Armarios in twenty-five years. It was a town of about thirty-five thousand, spread across twenty square miles. Most of it was expansive fields filled with rows upon rows of almond trees. As you entered the city limits, a sign proudly proclaimed, “If you eat an almond in the western United States there’s a 23% chance it was grown in Los Armarios!”

Lila had been forced to come back for a day or two every couple years to deal with her mom, or to obtain a document she might need, but there was nothing in Los Armarios that called to her. Early on she’d tried to pretend as if part of the reason she was there was to catch up with her mother. But Mattie was already too deep in her struggles to play her part in that charade. Sometimes she wasn’t even able to make eye contact with Lila. Other times she darted between topics and ideas with such speed and intensity that Lila had to remind her to breathe. As of the last couple years, Lila had taken to dropping off food at Mattie’s apartment and saying a quick hello in the doorway as she fiddled with her keys. Even that had started to feel too painful.

The past offered nothing as well. There were no close friends or fond memories; no nostalgia that washed over her when she came across some grassy expanse or burger joint or tree-lined street. The only place that registered on any sort of scale was Pin Palace Bowling Alley on Main Street. She’d had every single one of her birthday parties at Pin Palace even though she hated bowling. Every year she’d protest and every year her dad would say, “I tell you what: We get there, and you ain’t having a good time, I’ll tell everybody to pack up their stuff and we’ll go wherever on God’s green earth you wanna go.” Then of course they’d get there and there’d be nachos and free refills of Coke and that was a bird in the hand. Then they’d leave and she’d say, “Next year can we go somewhere else?” He’d say, “Absolutely,” and they wouldn’t. She could never understand why he insisted on going to Pin Palace, until her eighth birthday, which was the last one she celebrated in Los Armarios. It ended like all the others, with her dad going up to the front to pay, pulling out his wallet, only for the owner to say, “Dix, you know your money’s no good here,” and her dad saying, “Are you sure? I gotta pay you something.” The owner always insisted he put his wallet away. But on her eighth birthday, when her dad had pulled out his wallet to pay, Lila was standing just behind him. For the first time she could see into his wallet. It was empty. Even at eight years old she could put the pieces together.
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Lila entered the city proper and turned onto Main Street. Pin Palace was gone. In its place was a massive Big Box warehouse. Big Box was Amazon’s latest challenger in the e-sales market, hoping to gain ground by offering lower-quality products but getting them to you even faster. A large billboard next to it said, “Big Box has Big love for Los Armarios!” She was impressed that they found a replacement more depressing than Pin Palace.

Lila’s GPS gave her an ETA of six minutes until she arrived at the Los Armarios County Sheriff’s Department. The route took her through the small downtown, which was an alternating mix of fast-food restaurants, empty lots, and convenience stores. Everything was the color of a newspaper that had been left in the sun for a week. Nothing felt clean or new. The heat and dust were winning the war, and it was clear that efforts to combat them were not a priority. Lila made a right into the parking lot of the sheriff’s department and found a spot up front.

She walked up to the front desk where a heavyset man with a badge and thick square glasses sat behind it. His nametag read “Sgt. Shelby.”

“Hi, can I help you?” he said.

“Yeah, I called earlier about John Dixon?”

“Oh, you’re Dix’s kid,” he said, lighting up.

“Yeah.”

Lila could hear some lively conversation happening in the rooms behind the reception area. Sergeant Shelby turned toward the commotion.

“Hey, Dix’s kid is here!” he shouted.

He turned back around.

“I swear, your dad is the funniest SOB this side of I don’t know where. The man can spin a yarn.” Sergeant Shelby wore the earnest smile of a child watching a magic show.

“Right. So, I’m here because he’s being held on suspicion of killing my mother.”

Shelby corrected the smile on his face and attempted to adopt a more appropriate demeanor.

“Oh. Well, that isn’t—I mean, he is and he isn’t, if you know what I mean.”

“I don’t. That’s why I drove six hours through the night to get here.”

“You know what? Why don’t I just bring you back here to see him.”

“I don’t need to see him.”

“You… don’t want to see him?”

“Not if I don’t have to.”

A cacophony of laughter exploded from the back. A young deputy with a close-cropped mustache and thick neck walked in, still enjoying the tail end of a chuckle.

“Dix, you’re wild, man,” he shouted as he approached Shelby from behind.

Sergeant Shelby quickly turned away from Lila and must have given the deputy some indication that his jovial attitude was inappropriate, because the deputy immediately stopped smiling.

“Hi, ma’am, can I help you?” His voice had the faux gravitas of a teenager pretending to be old enough to buy alcohol.

“This is Dix’s daughter, and also Mattie Wilkerson’s daughter,” Sergeant Shelby said.

The deputy narrowed his eyes and nodded solemnly.

“Ma’am, I can assure you, between you and me, none of us think your dad had anything to do with your mom’s disappearance.”

“Then why is he here?”

“Well, the sheriff brought him in,” Sergeant Shelby said.

“Can I talk to the sheriff?” Lila asked.

Shelby and the deputy shared a quick look before Shelby turned back to Lila.

“Just a fair warning, he’s not a huge fan of your dad. I’m not sure how helpful that’ll be for you,” Shelby said.

“It can’t be less helpful than this.”
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Lila stood in the lobby. An older white-haired woman sat on a chair a few feet away.

“You don’t want to sit?” the woman asked.

“Nah,” Lila said. “If you sit, they make you wait all day. You stand it makes them uncomfortable, and they get to you faster.”

The woman considered this, then stood as well. The double doors to the left of Lila opened to reveal Sergeant Shelby.

“All right, sheriff’s ready for you,” he said to Lila. He took a second look at the older woman who was now standing. “We’re, uh, we’re working on your thing. I’ll check on it right now,” he said. The woman turned to Lila and smiled, and Lila offered a smile right back.

Sergeant Shelby led Lila down a long hallway lined with various rules, regulations, and official-looking photos. She’d never been past the lobby of a sheriff’s department before. But she’d spent a lot of time as a kid in the shabby offices of the Department of Child Protective Services, and it was immediately annoying to her that more thought had been put into the decor here. They arrived outside a frosted glass door emblazoned with a large gold sheriff’s badge. Above the badge, it read “Sheriff Jonathan Bonsall—Los Armarios County Sheriff’s Department.” Below that was a picture of an almond, and under that, in an elegant cursive, “A Commitment to Safety.”

“All right, good luck to ya,” Shelby said, opening the door. Lila walked in to find Sheriff Bonsall sitting behind a desk. He was much younger and thinner than she’d expected. He had dark brown hair and a boyish face he tried to hide with a well-kept beard. He looked more like a professor at a liberal arts school than a cop. He stood up and put out his hand.

“Sheriff Bonsall,” he said.

“Lila Dixon.” She extended her hand to meet his.

“I’m sorry we’re meeting under these circumstances, Ms. Dixon.”

Lila sat down in one of the two wooden chairs in front of her.

“I just want to say that I am personally overseeing this investigation and that we will find your mother,” he added.

“I appreciate that, but that’s why I came. She’s not missing. She does this a lot. She’s got mental health issues. Had them since I was a kid. She’ll just up and leave sometimes, but she comes back. And I can guarantee my dad didn’t have anything to do with it. He gives less of a shit about her than he does about me, and that’s not a high bar to clear.”

Sheriff Bonsall leaned back in his chair.

“Well, a couple things about a couple things,” he said. “We’ve had a few calls about your mom over the last year from neighbors and whatnot.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard. I try to stay in touch. I just saw her a few months ago.”

“Well, then maybe you know this already, but the last time, couple months ago, she was so agitated they had to bring her into the station.”

“No. I didn’t know that,” Lila said. The truth was she kept in touch as much as she could handle, which was not much.

“Yeah, they brought her in, she was pretty shaken up. For whatever reason, I happened to be the only one who could calm her down. We talked some and I got to know her a little. Very nice person, but as you said, definitely has some demons she’s battling. My mother actually went through something very similar. It’s very painful to watch a loved one struggle like that. Feels pretty helpless. Sometimes the best you can do is just keep them tethered to the earth so they don’t float away.”

“Yeah.” Lila looked away for just a moment before meeting his eyes once more.

He paused to give Lila a chance to say more. She didn’t. He continued.

“Anyway, after that, I figured when I was in the neighborhood, I’d drop in from time to time, do a little wellness check on her or have one of my deputies do it.

“So, a few days ago, we got a call from one of her neighbors, saying they hadn’t seen her in a bit. We called her employer, and they said she hadn’t been to work in a week and wasn’t answering her phone.”

“Yeah, I mean, that’s what she does. Can’t get her on the phone. Sometimes she doesn’t even bring it with her.”

Bonsall nodded as if that were a piece of evidence not quite worth writing down, but worth hearing.

“Regardless, I was concerned. So I went out there, knocked on the door, but there was no answer. Door was locked. Blinds were closed. Tried calling. Straight to voicemail. I busted the door open, went inside, she’s not in there. Apartment looked untouched. Frozen in time. There was even a meal still on the kitchen counter.”

“Look, I’m sorry for whatever you went through with your mom, and, genuinely, you know, thank you for taking an interest in mine, but—”

“Well, hold on,” he said. “Sorry to cut you off, I just want you to have all the information.” He leaned forward in his chair and started typing on the keyboard in front of him. “We have surveillance video from the entrance to her apartment complex.”

He turned his computer toward Lila. She looked on the screen at a still frame from a security camera. The view was from the uppermost right corner of an apartment complex entryway. In the middle of that frame was Lila’s mom, Mattie. She was slim and frail. Even from a distance Lila could see that Mattie’s eyes looked sunken and dark. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail, but long strands had broken free, like she didn’t have the energy to corral them. Lila felt a wave of guilt wash over her. She readjusted herself in her chair.

“This is when?” Lila asked.

“So, this is her entering the apartment complex at 5:57 p.m. on Thursday, July seventh.”

Bonsall hit play on the video and Mattie came to life, walking past the camera.

“On the morning of Friday, July eighth, I was in the neighborhood, so I checked in on her. That was at 10:43 a.m. She seemed fine. Told me about a new tea she’d bought she was excited about. Then on July tenth, we got the call from her neighbor. I came back and, as I told you, she’s gone. The first thing we did was look through all the security footage to see when she left or with who, and that’s where it gets a little strange. We have her going into the apartment complex on July seventh. I saw her on the morning of the eighth. I came back on the tenth, she’s gone. But between when I saw her on the eighth, and two days later on the tenth, there is no footage of her ever leaving.”

“So, then she left through a different part of the complex.”

Bonsall leaned back in his chair again.

“Well, that’s where it gets even stranger. There are two other exits, one on the side, and one in the back. Both have functioning security cameras. Neither one shows her leaving. We have unbroken twenty-four-hour footage from the only three exits that exist. There are no pauses in the footage. No skips. She lives on the third floor. There is no fire escape or balcony. All the windows in her apartment were locked from the inside. Front door was locked and the chain on the inside of the door was set. We searched every inch of her twelve-unit complex… and she is not there.”

Lila rubbed her right eye and took a moment.

“Excuse me, but what the fuck are you telling me? My mom teleported out of her apartment?”

“Listen, I am right there with you. I do not currently understand it,” he said.

“Well, that’s comforting.”

He reached behind him, opened a mini fridge, took out a Coca-Cola and cracked it open. “Apologies, my blood sugar gets low. Would you like one or a water or something?” he asked.

“No. Look, you obviously missed something,” she said.

“Absolutely. And I’m trying to figure out what that something is.”

He took a swig of his Coke and set it down carefully on a coaster to the side of his mousepad.

“That brings me to your dad,” he said. “Do you know the nature of his relationship with your mother currently?”

“There is no relationship. They don’t speak. Haven’t for years.”

“Would there be any reason for them to speak?”

“I guess if I died, they might have a quick chat.”

“What about something financially they might still have that ties them together. Maybe a large debt?”

“You think my dad pays debts?”

“Has he talked to you at all about your mother? When was the last time you talked to your dad?”

Lila took out her phone and opened her text messages. She scrolled through a few quickly.

“The last time we communicated was three months ago when he texted me: Can you send me that funny video of the fella who sits on his nuts. Then he followed that text with another text that said, Shoot that wasn’t for you. How you been? That’s who my dad is. So, although I’m not a huge fan, he didn’t have anything to do with whatever is going on here.”

Bonsall pulled up another video on his computer screen.

“This is July ninth, the day before she’s reported missing.”

He turned the computer back around so Lila could see. There, frozen on the screen, in that same apartment entryway, was her dad. Lila felt a constriction in her throat.

“Now, we do have him leaving ten minutes later. But she does not send a single text or make a single phone call after this.”

Lila stared at the screen for a bit longer, then looked away.

“I don’t know what’s going on, but my mom is not dead, and my dad did not kill her.”

“I hope that’s true. I really do. But from where I’m sitting, we have a missing person and the last person to visit her is her ex-husband, who’s already been to prison once for killing someone.” They stared at each other in silence.

“I’d like to talk to my dad.”







CHAPTER 3


In 1993, John Dixon led the Los Armarios High School Vaqueros to the state semifinals. That year, his senior season, he hit .512 with 16 home runs (a county record) and 55 RBIs. Baseball America named him one of the top 100 high school prospects in the country and shortly after he graduated, he was drafted in the third round by the Cincinnati Reds. Over five minor league seasons he hit 111 home runs. His friends called him Dix. He is survived by his daughter, Lila Dixon.



THAT IS THE obituary Lila wrote for her dad seven years before when he told her he was dying of cancer and asked if she could “whip something up” for him. She worked on it for two weeks and wrote approximately forty different drafts. Each time she struggled to reconcile who he actually was with how he wanted to be perceived. Finally, she settled on the only thing about him that felt indisputably true—his baseball statistics. But cancer, much like everything else in his life, couldn’t quite get a hold of Dix. Surgery plus a round of chemo and he had beat it. He didn’t even lose his hair. After his recovery, Lila asked him if he’d like to see what she’d written, with the hope that he’d read it and realize it was completely devoid of any emotional resonance. He responded that he’d forgotten he’d asked her to do that, but that she could hang on to it until he “danced with the devil at a later date.”
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The Los Armarios Sheriff’s Department was small, and Lila could hear the unmistakable sound of her dad’s muffled laughter as Sergeant Shelby led her down a hallway toward the interrogation rooms. He stopped at Interrogation Room 1 and opened the door. There, sitting in a chair behind a small metal table holding court with three officers, was her dad. She hadn’t seen him in a couple years, but he never seemed to age much. This surprised her since she knew he didn’t make any efforts to take care of himself. He was wearing a short-sleeved denim collared shirt. The top two buttons were undone, almost as if they’d given up trying due to the strain put on them by his barrel chest. His arms were still thick, and his face wore the tan of someone who never even considered the sun could be anything other than a buddy who kept him warm. On the table in front of him was a Cincinnati Reds baseball cap that had seen better days. He still had that wide powerful frame that had once excited baseball scouts up and down the West Coast. He was just finishing a hearty laugh when his eyes caught her.

“Lila Bean!” Dix said. He flashed his trademark smile that always felt like he might know something you didn’t.

“Let’s go,” she said.

“Sounds like a plan to me, but I think these boys with the badges might feel differently.”

The officers laughed.

“You’re not under arrest,” she said.

“They said I was being held for questioning.”

“That’s a bullshit thing. Grab your stuff and let’s go.”

Dix looked toward Shelby, who nodded, almost embarrassed. Dix stood up, smoothed his hair back, and slid his hat over his head. He turned to the officers.

“I appreciate you all indulging my nonsense for a little while,” he said.

Sergeant Shelby shook his hand like the pleasure was all his.
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Outside the sheriff’s department, Lila walked at a clip toward her car. Dix trailed a few feet behind her at a leisurely pace.

“Always love a chance to see you, but I hope you didn’t come all the way here just for this,” Dix said. “It’s just a misunderstanding. They don’t know your mom like we do.”

Lila swallowed the anger that bubbled up at her father suggesting he had ever put forth any effort to know her mother.

“Well, the sheriff seems to think it is not a misunderstanding.”

“He just doesn’t like me because I’m aggressively hospitable.”

Lila reached her dirty gray 2011 Hyundai, hit the key fob, and got in. Dix followed suit, adjusting his seat to give himself some more leg room.

“You’re either single or you’re dating a very short man,” he said.

Lila ignored this. She put the car in drive and exited the parking lot.

“So, how you been? How’s life?” he asked.

“Why were you at Mom’s apartment?”

“We’re just gonna jump right into it, huh?”

“I’m not back home from college looking to shoot the shit. The cops brought you in as a suspect in the missing persons case of your ex-wife, my mother.”

“She’s not missing. She’ll turn up,” Dix said.

“I know that, but the sheriff of the county you live in doesn’t, and he thinks you have something to do with it.”

“I told you, Bonsall doesn’t like me. Honestly, I find the man to be incurious.”

A yellow light turned red. Lila caught it at the last second and slammed on her brakes.

“You could end up in prison. Do you understand that?”

“Having been the only one here who’s been to prison, I’d say I might understand it a little better than you.”

The car was quiet save for the hum of the engine. The light turned green, and Lila lifted her foot off the brake.

After a moment, Dix said, “I went to your mom’s because a piece of mail came to my house that was for her, which happens from time to time, and it looked important, so I went to drop it off. She wasn’t there, so I slid it under her door, and I left.”

“And that’s it?”

“That’s it.”

“So, you just decided, ‘I’m going to drop off a piece of mail to a woman who hates me and hasn’t spoken to me in ten years.’”

“I wouldn’t say that she hates me, but yeah, that’s what I did. Contrary to what you may believe, I try to be an upstanding human and member of the community.”

As Lila continued down the two-lane road, the strip malls and small shops gave way to a residential area. The homes were single-story concrete structures with no unifying aesthetic other than the twenty-year-old stucco. Most driveways contained a dust-covered truck that had spent its days doing the job trucks were supposed to do.

“Make a left up here,” Dix said.

“I know what street you live on,” Lila said.

“Well, it’s been a while. Thought maybe you’d forgotten which one it was,” he said.

“The street’s named after you.”
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Lila made a left down Dixon Street, née Wabash Street. It was renamed after Dix was drafted by the Reds and then bought a house in Los Armarios, to the delight and surprise of the town. No one from Los Armarios who had ever come into money had stayed. There was a naming ceremony, the mayor spoke, and photos were taken for the local paper. The front page showed a nineteen-year-old Dix wearing his high school baseball uniform, standing in front of the sign. He cradled a baseball bat in his right arm, and in his left, a one-year-old Lila. Her face was mostly covered by a Reds hat several sizes too large. Lila of course had no memories of this. In fact her only memory surrounding the street naming happened when she was seven and having breakfast at the local pancake house. A fight broke out between two waitresses in a side station and one of them screamed, “At least I didn’t blow John Dixon under his fuckin’ street sign.”

Lila pulled up in front of Dix’s house. It looked as if he hadn’t touched it since she was a kid. He hadn’t even painted over the big “#27” on his door, which was his jersey number. The post office had asked him to remove the number because it caused confusion with their mail carriers, but he refused. The front yard was mostly dirt, with a few patches of weeds here and there. A sickly sweet odor permeated her car despite the rolled-up windows. She kept the engine running and hit the unlock button.

“You want to come in and have a beer?” he said.

“No.”

“That smell goes away when you get inside. Had a sewer line break. Gonna fix it this weekend.”

“It’s okay. I’m good.”

“You came all this way to get me out of the clink and you don’t want to sit and have a beer with me?”

“First of all, you weren’t under arrest and could have left at any time.”

“I knew that.”

“No. You did not know that. You called Arturo and told him you needed help,” she said.

“Maybe I didn’t know the exact ins and outs of the situation. But I definitely didn’t ask him to tell you to come help me out, and yet, you did. So you care a little.”

“I came because I didn’t want to be on a date someday and have to explain why my dad was convicted of kidnapping my mom.”

“Why the heck would you be talking about that on a date? You want to keep date conversation light. That’s why this seat is so far forward.”

“Okay, time to go. Out of the car,” Lila said. She reached across him toward the passenger-side door.

“Where you going?”

“I’m going to find Mom because I know she didn’t just disappear into the fucking ether. Then I’m going to leave.”

“Well, then I think I should come along.”

“What? No. Why?”

“Firstly, because I care about the whereabouts of your mother—”

“Bullshit.”

“It’s not. But I can see why you might think that, so, fair enough. But secondly, I would like to make sure my name is cleared with this sheriff.”

“When I find her it will be.”

“True, but you don’t exactly have the softest touch, and if we need to grease a few wheels to get some answers, well… I’m gonna go ahead and say it’s probably best if I do the greasing.”

“What the fuck does that mean?”

“I think you may have just answered your own question.”

She put the car in drive.

“I’m good. I’ll call you when I find Mom.”

“Okey doke. If you change your mind, my door is always open.”

“Sounds good. Now open this one and get the fuck out, please.”







CHAPTER 4

MATTIE WILKERSON RAN away for the first time the day before her seventeenth birthday. It was two-thirty in the afternoon and Mattie’s mom, Jeanne, had fallen asleep praying. This happened with some frequency due to the length of Jeanne’s prayers and the strength of the various medications she took. Jeanne had always been an overbearing mother, but after Mattie’s father walked out on the family a few years prior, overbearing turned to suffocating. Mattie was never allowed to leave the apartment without Jeanne’s permission. Jeanne took every chance she could get to tell Mattie how cruel and evil the outside world could be. It instilled a deep fear in Mattie that kept her from ever slipping out the door. But on this day, seeing her mother passed out, face pressed against the floor as a small puddle of saliva pooled at the corner of her mouth, Mattie decided the outside world couldn’t be much worse than this. She threw on the only pair of jeans she owned, a blouse she wore to church, and walked out the door. With no particular destination, Mattie wandered the streets of Los Armarios. After an hour of ambling and moseying, she ended up a couple miles away, in the left field bleachers of the Los Armarios baseball field. She sat there on a sunny February day in 1992, eating an orange she’d brought with her for the journey. The Vaquero baseball team was taking batting practice but Mattie barely noticed. She was building a small sculpture with the pieces from her orange peel, and was so focused on this task that she didn’t flinch when several players on the field screamed, “HEAAAADS UP!” The ball landed with a deafening clang a few feet away from her and rattled the metal bench upon which she sat. She recoiled but quickly gathered herself. She tucked her long auburn hair behind her ears and looked out onto the field. A young man in baseball pants and a sleeveless T-shirt was jogging toward her.

“You okay?” the young man asked.

He was carrying a metal baseball bat. As he came closer Mattie could see he was clearly much bigger and stronger than the other boys on the team.

“Yeah, I’m okay,” she said.

“Soon as I hit that thing, I saw it headed right towards you. Thought it was gonna take your head clean off.”

“I’m fine.”

He stared at her. His eyes narrowed.

“You go to school here?” he asked.

“No.”

“What school you go to?”

“I homeschool,” Mattie said.

“So, what, your mom teaches you or something?”

“Yeah.”

“Is that cool?”

“Not really. Do you want me to go get your ball?”

“Nah, don’t worry about it. My name’s Dix, by the way.”

“Dix?”

“Yeah, short for Dixon. John Dixon. What’s your name?”

“Mattie.”

“So you just come over here to watch me hit some nukes?” Dix said.

“What’s a nuke?”

“What’s a nuke? Like a nuke bomb. That’s what you call a home run. Some people just call it a bomb, but I think the ones I hit are a little bigger than just a regular home run, so I call ’em nukes,” Dix said.

Mattie laughed.

“Okay, well, I didn’t come to watch you hit nukes,” she said.

“So what did you come to do?”

“I don’t know. Just… wanted to be somewhere else, I guess.”

Dix nodded. He turned his head and spit toward the ground, then looked back up at her.

“Well, if you’re looking to be somewhere else after you’re done being somewhere else, you wanna get some food with me?”

“Don’t you have practice?” she asked.

“Eh, they let me kinda do what I want.”

“That must be nice.”

“It’s not the worst. So, what do you say?”

Mattie sat quietly for a moment, then picked up her orange peel and tossed it in a garbage can off the side of the bleachers.

“Okay.”

“Heck yes,” he said.

He smiled as Mattie began to walk down the steps.

“You know what the craziest thing is?” he asked. “I was supposed to be working on hitting balls to right field, but for some reason I thought, lemme just hit one nuke first. And that ball found you.”
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Lila often considered how her entire existence boiled down to her dad wanting to “just hit one nuke first.” Dix told that story frequently, though never in front of Mattie, who felt as though it reduced her to a whimsical conquest of his. Lila hated the story as well, but mostly because of how much her dad enjoyed telling it. She found it particularly loathsome at the moment as she stood in the blazing sun in front of her mother’s apartment complex. It was a three-story beige building with twelve units, four on each floor, and a small courtyard in the middle with two rusted-out barbecue grills that hadn’t cooked meat since the Obama presidency. Lila had done a walk around the premises. There were three exits: one in the front, one in the back, and one on the side through the laundry room. Each apartment opened to the courtyard and there were no fire escapes on the outside of the building, even though California law requires two independent escape routes from each dwelling. California building codes were less enforced the farther inland you traveled, and by the time you reached Los Armarios, they were more of a suggestion. Seeing her mother’s building reminded Lila that even though she hated living in Valencia, it was Paris compared to Los Armarios.

Lila approached the front gate and gave it a tug. It was locked. She found a directory to her right and pushed the button labeled “Manager.” It rang a few times, then stopped. A silver-haired woman in her eighties entered the courtyard.

“Hi,” Lila said. She waved her hand, trying to get the old woman’s attention. The woman turned and squinted as she tried to see who was calling her.

“Hi, excuse me,” Lila said.

The old woman shuffled toward her.

“What do you want?” the woman said skeptically from behind the gate.

“I’m looking for Mattie Wilkerson. She lives on the third floor, 3B. I’m her daughter. Can you please let me in?”

The old woman looked Lila over.

“No,” she said, and turned to walk away.

“Wait, wait, please, she’s gone missing and I’m trying to find her,” Lila said.

“I already talked to the police.”

“That’s great. Thank you for your help. Could you let me in?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know who you are. It’s dangerous here. There are people, they’re on drugs, they go to the bathroom in the alley next to my window.”

“I’m not one of those people, ” Lila said, starting to get frustrated.

“I don’t know that. I don’t know who you are.”

“I can show you my ID. I’m Mattie Wilkerson’s daughter. I’m just trying to find my mom.”

“These people. Right outside my window. They’re on drugs. They go to the bathroom. It smells so bad.’”

“I’m not here to take a shit outside your window.”

The old woman scowled. Lila heard footsteps behind her and turned to see Dix.

“Everything all right?” Dix asked.

“I don’t like her,” the old woman said.

“I get it,” he said. “Can’t trust anybody these days. You know, someone stole the hose out of my yard. The hose! I mean, where are we at as a society?” Dix said.

“It’s very sad,” the old woman said, nodding affirmatively.

“I’m John Dixon,” he said, raising his hand, then putting it on Lila’s shoulder. “This here’s my daughter, Lila.”

“Esther Orozco,” the woman said, putting her hand to her chest.

“Well, Esther, we’re sorry to rattle your cage. We’re just trying to find where her mom ran off to and we’re just worried as heck. We’ll come back another time. I’ll keep my eyes peeled for any shenanigans going on in your alley.”

“You can come in,” Mrs. Orozco said.

She reached for the door handle and pulled it open.

Dix nodded to Mrs. Orozco as he confidently strode through the doorway. Lila followed, and offered a thankful smile to Mrs. Orozco, who didn’t return it before padding off to her apartment.

“What are you doing here?” Lila asked.

“You’re welcome,” Dix said. Lila glared at him. “I left my hat in your car. You didn’t get my texts?” he asked.

“No. I have your number blocked.”

“Well, that’s rude.”
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Lila and Dix walked each of the three floors of the building, knocking on every apartment door. It was the middle of the day, so most people weren’t home. In those cases, Lila wrote on the back of a business card, “If you’ve seen Mattie Wilkerson from 3B, please call. I’m her daughter. She’s missing,” then slipped it under the door. They only spoke to one person. It was an elderly Latina woman on the first floor who said she hadn’t seen Mattie but didn’t leave her apartment much. It should have been a short back-and-forth but ended up taking ten minutes due to Dix striking up a full-blown conversation. Lila bluntly ended the discourse when Dix and the woman began discussing their favorite episodes of the CBS sitcom Young Sheldon. Finally, they arrived at the door to Mattie’s apartment. Lila searched for her key ring.

“Your mom gave you a key?” Dix asked.

“I’m on the lease. It was the only way they’d rent to her.”

“You told me you had bad credit.”

“Yes. That is what I told you.” Lila opened the door. The apartment was dark and smelled like an old package being torn open for the first time. She reached for the wall and flipped on the lights.

“Holy shit,” Lila said.

Everywhere Lila looked were lighthouses. There were lighthouse figurines on shelves, lighthouse side tables on either end of the couch, which was covered by a blanket depicting a wave crashing against a lighthouse. A stack of books about lighthouses sat on the coffee table, with lighthouse coasters on top. There was a triptych on the wall above the couch of a lighthouse offering a beacon during a stormy night. On the wall to her left was another triptych of that same lighthouse in calmer waters, presumably next morning. The wall to their right was mercifully lighthouse free, but did contain a single plank of wood nailed to the wall. An inscription on the plank read, “In order for a light to shine brightest the darkness must also be present.”

Dix pulled out a tin of Skoal chewing tobacco, snapped it a couple times with his thumb and index finger, then opened it and put a pinch in his bottom lip.

“That’s a lot of lighthouses,” Dix said.

“I was here last year, she had a few of them, but it wasn’t… this.”

Lila picked up one of the figurines off a shelf and inspected it.

“She told me she’d bought a few more,” Lila said. “This isn’t what I was picturing when she said that.”

“I was never much for mementos,” Dix said.

“You bought a bat signed by the ’89 Oakland A’s.”

“That’s not a memento. That has historical significance and when I die it’ll be yours, and then someday you can pass it on to your son.”

“Well, I got some bad news for you, I’m gonna sell it immediately and I’m also never having kids.”

“You’re trying to be hurtful. You don’t mean that.”

“The first part of that’s right.”

Dix produced a small cup from his pocket and spit tobacco juice in it.

Lila made her way into the attached kitchenette, which was left in haste as Sheriff Bonsall described. A cutting board covered in chopped celery sat on the countertop with a butcher’s knife next to it.

“Last couple times she did this she took a bus,” Lila said. “Once to the coast in Carpinteria and once to the mountains just southeast of here. But the cops said they called the bus station this morning and she wasn’t on any of the passenger logs, so I’m wondering if maybe she left with a friend or a guy she was seeing.”

“I don’t think she was seeing a guy,” Dix said confidently.

Lila popped back out from under the sink. “How would you know? You said you don’t talk to her.”

“I don’t, but, you know, everybody in town knows our history.”

“So what?”

“Well, you know, I think people are probably trying to be respectful of me, even though I wouldn’t feel disrespected in the slightest.”

Lila stood up and cocked her head. “So, just to be clear, you don’t think anyone in this town would fuck Mom because thirty-four years ago you fucked Mom.”

“Well, I wouldn’t put it the way that you just put it, but…

unfortunately, I cast a big shadow in this town,” he said.

“Huh. So that kind of presents us with two choices: Either you’re fucking delusional or everyone in this town is a pathetic loser.”

“I think there’s probably some shades of gray in there,” Dix said.

Lila walked out of the kitchen and toward the bedroom.

“How about we keep an open mind to all the possibilities before us? What do you think?” she said.

“I’m just trying to help.”

Lila heard footsteps in the entryway. She and Dix turned to see a sweaty bald man in his late thirties wearing a teal tank top and Chicago Bulls basketball shorts.

“Hello?” he said.

“Hi. I’m Lila, this is my mom’s apartment.”

“Oh, you left the note. I live in 3A. My name’s Hector.”

“Oh, okay, great,” Lila said. “We haven’t heard from my mom in a little while and we’re wondering if anybody’s seen her recently or maybe seen her coming or going with somebody.”

“Probably a friend,” Dix added.

“Have we met?” Hector asked Dix.

“Don’t think so, but pleasure’s mine,” he said. Then he stuck out his big leathery hand and said, “John Dixon.”

“Oh shit, I know you,” Hector said. “You’re that old baseball player dude that banged the sheriff’s wife.”

“What?” Lila said.

“I’m not sure you have all your facts straight,” Dix said.

“Yeah, when he got shot saving that kid and he was like bleeding out in the hospital, right?” Hector said. “My buddy works down at the water department, and he told me about it and I was like, ‘Damn, that dude has some balls on him.’”

“He wasn’t bleeding out. He was in stable condition,” Dix corrected.

Lila cocked her head and looked at Dix.

“You said the sheriff didn’t like you because you were ‘aggressively hospitable,’” Lila said.

“Which is true. I’d known his wife, Steph, before they were together. She was all kinds of worried and I was trying to be hospitable, and she accepted that hospitality, and then, you know, she wanted to accept a little more of it,” Dix said.

“So to be clear, the sheriff got shot saving a kid, and while he was in the hospital recovering from a gunshot wound… you fucked his wife,” Lila said.

“He wasn’t the sheriff yet,” Dix said. “He was running for sheriff.”

“What the fuck are you—” Lila stopped herself. She turned to Hector. “Thank you for coming by. Did you happen to see my mom any time recently?” she asked him.

“I think I saw her like a couple weeks ago. Walking down the stairs.”

“How did she seem?”

“Seemed kinda off. Staring at the ground and stuff. But that’s how she always seems.”

“Anything else stand out to you?” Lila asked.

“Nah.”

“Okay, well, thank you, and if you see or hear anything else, call me,” Lila said.

Hector nodded and left. Lila turned back toward Dix and stared at him.

“What?” he asked.

“Is there any other information you have, like fucking the sheriff’s wife, that might be important for me to know?”

“No, but I don’t see how that’s pertinent information,” Dix said.

“Why don’t I go get your hat and you can go home,” Lila said.

“Okay now,” Dix said, raising his right hand like he was taking an oath on the stand. “I promise to tell you anything and everything, okay? I want to help out here.”

“I don’t want your help.”

“I say this as humbly as I can, but I am beloved in this town. And you couldn’t even get into an apartment complex.”

Lila wished she had a response, but he was right. She’d never had an easy way with people, and she knew that if she was going to make any sort of headway she was going to need some folks to open up to her. “Fine,” she said. “At least until I say it’s not. You take that side, I’ll take this one.”

The two began carefully looking through the kitchen and bedrooms, drawers and cupboards, bookcases and couch cushions. After a bit, not much was turning up.

“Nothin’ weird in the bathroom,” Dix said. “Little too clean for my tastes, but to each his own, I guess.”

“Something seems off,” Lila said. “Everything’s mostly in its place. Usually, it’s like a tornado. Like she comes up with the idea and is out the door in five minutes.”

“So, now you think maybe there was foul play?” Dix said. He spit tobacco juice into his cup and looked around the apartment once more.

“I don’t know. I don’t think so. I mean, she has nothing anyone wants,” Lila replied.

“When I played winter ball in Oklahoma, there was this big heavy lady who lived at the end of the street that kind of looked like a walrus. Had that kind of jowly face, all her features squished together. Sorta short arms that didn’t reach down past her belt so they looked like flippers a walrus might—”

“What is the point of this story?”

“Well, sorry for setting a scene. Anyway, nobody had seen this lady in about three days, and someone said maybe we should call the cops. Then a couple hours later she came running out of her house and everybody was like, ‘Where the hell were you,’ and she said a cottonmouth got into her apartment and so she locked herself in the bathroom.”

“So, there was no point to the story.”

“The point is sometimes it’s just something stupid.”

“I’ll file that away.” Lila scanned the room.

“Lila Bean, this is what she does,” Dix said.

“Not like this.” Lila stood in the middle of the living room and tried to clear her head. She was missing something. There were always signs. She just had to remember them.
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The first time that Lila remembered her mom disappearing, the culprit was Beverly Hills 90210. More specifically, it was a tourism commercial for Puerto Vallarta that aired during the show. The ad featured tanned, smiling people getting poolside drink service as the sunset lit up an impossibly pink sky. Mattie turned to six-year-old Lila and said, “Can you imagine being that free?”

For the next two days, Mattie couldn’t stop talking about how blue the water in Puerto Vallarta looked and how liberating it would feel to just jump in with your clothes on. She stayed home from work and spread all of her magazines out on the small coffee table. She methodically cut out every picture she could find of the ocean, or an island, or a palm tree, and began organizing them into a collage. On the morning of the third day, Lila woke up, got dressed, and poured herself a bowl of Cap’n Crunch. She finished her last slurp of cereal milk and ventured into her mom’s room to tell her she was leaving for the bus stop. The blinds were open and the early morning sun poured in, lighting up the particulate in the air. The covers were in a tangled mess and the dresser had been ransacked. Clothes littered the floor. Mattie was nowhere to be found. Lila figured she must be in the laundry room, or maybe had run to the store, so she left for the school bus. When she got home that night, Mattie still wasn’t there. By eight o’clock, Lila started to feel her chest get tighter. It got harder to breathe and her stomach felt empty, but she wasn’t hungry. Their tiny apartment started to feel cavernous and foreboding. Like something from a dark corner might manifest and drag her away. She took a chair from their small dining table and placed it under a light in the entryway. For the next three hours she sat staring at the front door, praying it would open and her mom would walk in.

At around 11 p.m., she made sure the door was still locked, then climbed into Mattie’s bed and pulled the covers up over her head tightly. She finally fell asleep around one in the morning. When she woke it was still dark outside, and Mattie was standing above her. Lila tried to say something, to tell her what she had been feeling in those hours she was alone and terrified, but she couldn’t get the words out. Instead, she burst into tears. Big heaving sobs that had no rhythm, like her body was simply trying to purge all the terrible things that had been building as fast as it possibly could. Mattie grabbed Lila and held her, and after a few minutes, when Lila was finally calm, Mattie told her she’d brought home a present. She pulled out a small porcelain lighthouse figurine, the size of a bottle of shampoo. She put it on her bedside table. “If you ever wake up and I’m gone, open this and there will be something inside to keep you safe, I promise,” she said. She unscrewed the top of the lighthouse to reveal it was hollow.

A few months later, Lila woke up and Mattie was gone again. She felt the panic creeping into her once more, and then she remembered the lighthouse. She went to Mattie’s bedroom and picked up the small totem and unscrewed it. Inside was forty dollars and a note from Mattie that said, “I love you more than anything in the world. I’ll be back so soon, I promise. I always come back!” And two days later she did. Over the next couple years Mattie disappeared more than a few times. It was impossible for Lila to know when and how it would happen, but the one thing she could count on was there would always be something for her in that lighthouse by the side of her mother’s bed. Sometimes it was money. Sometimes it was just a note. But there would always be something. It didn’t make the fear of being alone go away, but it made Lila feel like she wasn’t alone in the world.
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Lila stood in Mattie’s living room and felt the beginnings of the same uneasiness and dread that had coursed through her so many years ago. It was a feeling she’d worked hard to forget. Now it had returned, but with it, something else. Almost reflexively, she looked to her mom’s beside table. She hadn’t even thought to check for the lighthouse. She walked into her mom’s bedroom, and there, sitting on the bedside table, was that same lighthouse. She walked over, picked it up. The porcelain was worn and had browned around the edges. She held the base with one hand and with the other unscrewed the lid. She peered into the small circular opening. Inside was a small white piece of paper that had been folded a few times. Lila carefully removed it with her index finger and thumb, then unfolded the square parcel to reveal a thin strip of slick receipt paper. She read its contents.

“What do you got there?”

Lila turned to see Dix in the doorway.

“It’s a balance statement,” she said, still staring at it.

“For what?”

“Her bank account. According to this, a month and a half ago Mom went down to her bank… and deposited two hundred and fifty thousand dollars.”







CHAPTER 5

IN 1993, DIX had just finished his senior year of high school and was sitting at home when he received a phone call. It was his agent, who told him the Cincinnati Reds were going to select him in the third round of the Major League Baseball amateur draft. Most scouts agreed Dix had first-round talent, but he’d gotten a girl pregnant his junior year of high school and caused two bench-clearing brawls his senior year when he pretended to ride his bat like a horse after hitting a towering home run. After the Reds selected him, he received a visit from their head of scouting, Arturo Jimenez. Arturo was a plainspoken man in his late forties who wasn’t afraid to give people the medicine they needed. Arturo flew into Sacramento and drove three hours to Los Armarios to meet with Dix at the meeting place of Dix’s choosing: a Little Caesars pizza place. Dix knew his own reputation and had a pretty good idea of why Arturo was there. Dix wanted to project maturity, so he brought his baby daughter, Lila. Lila sat on his knee and gummed the crust of a pizza as they sat across from Arturo.

“She’ll eat dang near anything,” Dix said, bouncing Lila on his knee. “Except her vegetables.” Dix laughed at his own joke. Arturo did not reciprocate. “You got any kids?” Dix asked.

“Yes. Look, you have a lot of talent, but your talent alone won’t be enough to get you to the major leagues,” Arturo said.

“I know that. I gotta work hard and I’m prepared to do that.”

“People think you’re a slapdick. You know what that means?”

“Not familiar with the term but I can guess.”

“Major league teams do not want slapdicks. The Cincinnati Reds do not want a slapdick. If someone seems like a slapdick, then they’ll gladly take a couple less home runs and promote the guy who won’t fuck up their clubhouse or embarrass the ownership.”

“Absolutely understood. I promise you, I got my head on straight.”

“You just took your signing bonus and purchased a speedboat.”

A string of drool fell from Lila’s mouth onto her onesie as she continued her work on the pizza crust.

“That was an exploratory purchase that can very much be returned,” Dix said.

“Good idea.”

“I was actually thinking maybe I buy a house.”

“Good idea.”

Dix used a paper napkin to wipe the drool from Lila’s mouth.

“There were people within the organization who did not want to pick you in any round.”

“Then they’re about to look real stupid,” Dix said.

“No. They won’t,” Arturo said. “If you get to the show and hit forty homers a year, they’ll say they always believed in you. But if you end up fucking up and getting in trouble, the only one who’s going to look stupid is me, because I was the one who talked them into picking you.”

“Then you are not only handsome but a scholar, sir,” Dix replied.

Arturo stood up. “You have the opportunity to make an incredible life for you and your family,” he said.

“There’s nothing more important to me than this little girl right here,” Dix said.

Arturo stuck out his hand for Dix to shake and said, “If you remember that, then you’ll do just fine.”
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“I need to talk to the sheriff right now,” Lila said, standing in front of the reception desk at the Los Armarios Sheriff’s Department.

Sergeant Shelby considered this, then looked at Dix, who stood to Lila’s side.

“I believe we got something he should see,” Dix said.

Shelby shrugged, then said, “You’re playing with fire, Dix.”

“Well, if you got something else I can play with, hand it over,” Dix said.
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Lila and Dix sat opposite Sheriff Bonsall as he inspected the slip of paper in his hand, his Warby Parker reading glasses teetering on the bridge of his nose.

“Pretty sure this is legitimate,” he said. “Definitely enough to subpoena her bank records and find out.”

“How long will that take? When can I see them?” Lila asked.

“I’ll expedite the process, but I’m not going to be able to share them with you. This is an active investigation, not to mention you’re sitting next to someone we just questioned,” he said. Dix pulled out his tin of chewing tobacco. “Do not think about doing that in my office,” Bonsall said.

Dix put the tin away.

“No offense, but you guys searched my mom’s apartment and didn’t find what I found in about ten minutes,” Lila said. “I know my mom. You don’t.”

“As I said before, I am personally overseeing this investigation. I don’t have an ego about this; if I believe sharing information with you will help find your mom faster, I will come to you right away.”

“That’s very kind of you, Sheriff,” Dix said. “And I just want to add that I appreciate your professionalism considering the complex history of our relationship,” Dix added.

Bonsall stared at Dix. Then after a moment he offered a pained smile. “Let’s hope for your sake our relationship doesn’t get any more complex,” he said.
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Lila started up the car as Dix buckled his seat belt. She let out a small chuckle.

“What?” he asked.

She did her best Dix impression: “Thank you for being a professional even though I fucked your wife.”

“That is not what I said.”

“No, you colored it up, which made it even worse. I think you called it your ‘complex history,’” she said.

Dix chuckled. “The guy was being a prick to you,” he said.

Lila fought the genuine smile that was creeping onto her face as she pulled out of the parking lot. It was silent in the car save for the sound of the turn signal as Lila made a left down Main Street.

“All right, well, we gave them a good lead. So, now we wait, I guess,” Dix said, breaking the silence.

“I’m not leaving it to those fucking dopes.”

“Nah, besides that sheriff, they’re good guys. I see ’em at the bar all the time and they’re good company.”

“That has jack and shit to do with being able to properly investigate a missing persons case, so I’m gonna stick with my initial assessment.”

“You’re very hard on people, you know that?”

“People suck.”

Dix looked out his window. “So what do we do?” he asked.

“We’re going down to the bank. Try and get some answers for ourselves.”
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First Mission Bank of Los Armarios was the only local bank in town. It got the name First Mission Bank because the building itself was once a Taco Bell, and the owner of the bank didn’t want to pay for a remodel of the exterior. Instead, he slapped a coat of paint on it and leaned into the Spanish stucco and faux clay roof tiles that were already a part of the Taco Bell aesthetic. Dix and Lila pushed through the glass double doors and immediately felt a cool blast of air-conditioning on their faces. The bank was small, consisting of three teller windows and a single office behind a glass wall. Lila approached the teller at the first window.

“Hi, how can I help you today?” said a younger woman wearing an intense amount of makeup.

“Hi, yeah, I’m just trying to get a printout of transactions on an account,” Lila replied.

“No problem. I’m happy to help you out today, but you can also do it online on your First Mission Bank app.”

“I don’t know the password. It’s not my account,” Lila said. “I need some help. I’m here because my mom has gone missing and we’re just trying to see if maybe there’s something in her transactions that could tell us where she might be.”

“Oh my gosh.”

“Yeah.”

“I’m so sorry to hear that. I pray to God she comes back safely.”

“God has a plan,” Dix added.

“He absolutely does,” the teller replied.

“So, you know, we’re doing everything we can to find her, within that plan,” Lila said.

“I wish so badly that I could help you, but, unfortunately, I… can’t release account information to anyone other than the account holder,” the teller said. “I’m sorry. I do know if you file a report with the police, they can issue a subpoena and access the account. We did that for them a couple years ago when they were investigating a murder.”

“Was it that dude they found in the bushes about a mile off Highway 63?” Dix said.

“It was!” the teller said, as if Dix had just guessed correctly in a game of charades.

“I heard when they found him a coyote was eating his face,” Dix said.

“Oh, that is so sad,” the teller said.

“So sad,” Dix repeated.

“Well, we did go to the cops,” Lila said. “But they move slow and time is of the essence in things like this and these cops aren’t the sharpest tools in the shed, you know what I mean?”

The teller’s face hardened. “I don’t,” she replied.

There was a beat of silence.

“Lila Bean, could you give us a sec?” Dix said.

Lila begrudgingly acquiesced and headed over to the two fabric chairs next to the entrance. She couldn’t hear what Dix was saying, but within about a minute, the teller began smiling. About thirty seconds after that, Dix turned back to Lila and waved her over. Lila approached the teller once more.

“This saintly woman has said she’ll go out on a limb for us, and if you show her the deposit slip you found at your mom’s place, she’ll tell us what she can about that transaction,” Dix said.

Lila quickly took the deposit slip out of her bag and gave it to the teller. The teller’s fingers went to work on the keyboard and from the reflection on her glasses they could see progress.

“Okay, so, two hundred and fifty thousand dollars was deposited in her account via a wire transfer on June sixteenth.”

“Does it say by who?” Lila asked.

“It’s just a routing number. I can’t tell who.”

“All right, well, the date’s at least something we can work with.” Lila took the slip off the counter and put it back in her bag.

“Well, there’s something else,” the teller said. “Eight days ago on July third, she withdrew thirty-three hundred and fifty dollars in cash, and then…” The teller trailed off. She squinted at the screen as if she was trying to make sense of what she was seeing.

“And then what?” Lila asked.

The teller glanced covertly to either side of her. The only other employee was milling around in the back a safe distance away.

“She transferred two hundred forty-six thousand six hundred and fifty dollars to something called Americans for the Vital Aid of Burkina Faso.”

Dix turned to Lila.

“Who in the heck is Burkina Faso?”







CHAPTER 6

“ACCORDING TO WIKIPEDIA, Burkina Faso is a ‘landlocked country in West Africa,’” Dix said, reading from his phone as Lila drove. “Its name is often translated in English as ‘The Land of Honest Men.’ That right there’s your first red flag.”

“I know what Burkina Faso is. I wanted you to look up the charity,” Lila said.

“Well, I did not know what Burkina Faso was, so forgive me for needing a little primer.”

Dix put his thick thumbs to work and began typing again on his phone.

“So, someone gives her two hundred and fifty thousand dollars, which makes no sense,” Lila said. “Then she turns around about two weeks later and she gives all of it to a charity in Africa, which makes even less sense.”

“I mean, your mom’s not famous for making a lot of sense.”

“I think we can both agree this is beyond the realm of the usual shit she gets into.”

“Okay, well, allow me to toss a theory out here and you tell me how far my head’s up my butt,” Dix said.

“Go ahead.”

“Someone had two hundred fifty K of dirty money, needed to clean it and didn’t want it traced to them, so they transferred it to your mom, a lady who has no heat on her, and then had her transfer it to this African charity where they collected it. And the three grand that she took out—”

“Three thousand three hundred and fifty dollars.”

“Right, so that money was the juice she got for doing it. Then they told her to skip town for a little while in case anyone came looking.”

Lila digested this as she slowed to a stoplight. “That’s… a pretty decent theory,” she said.

“Thank you. The sun shines on a dog’s behind every once in a while.”

“Okay, so, in that scenario, why her? She works for a maid service.”

“Exactly, she’s nobody.”

“Yeah, but why was she the nobody they picked?” Lila said.

“I would guess she randomly had a run-in with a somebody who pegged her as the right nobody,” Dix said.

The sky was darkening. She drove past the Big Box warehouse where the parking lot was still full. Dix looked up from his phone as they passed.

“I can’t believe they got rid of Pin Palace and put up that eyesore. We had so many good times there. That warehouse is the absence of culture,” Dix said.

Lila was starting to feel the back of her neck tense up. This was a telltale sign that she had spent too much time around her father.

“What’d you find about the charity?” she said, motioning to his phone.

“Nothing. No record of it anywhere.”

“I’ll do a deep dive before I go to bed.”

She made a left down Dixon Street. Night had fallen. The temperature was still somewhere in the eighties, but at least there was finally respite from the sun. She pulled into Dix’s driveway but kept the car running.

“If I find anything, I’ll call you,” Lila said.

“You aren’t staying with me? I got three rooms in the house—well, I got two rooms, the third is in a bit of a transitional stage—so really just one extra room, but—”

“I know how many rooms your house has. I’m not staying there.”

“Where the heck you gonna stay?”

“I have a hotel room.”

This was a lie. She hadn’t even thought about the possibility of staying the night until right at that moment.

“I wouldn’t stay at any motel in Los Armarios. You might as well just wear a big sign that says, ‘Give me the clap.’”

“That’s not how people catch chlamydia. I would think you of all people would know that.”

“Boy, you are quick to take the knives out,” Dix said.

There was a sound of an engine revving in the distance.

“Look, we don’t have to stay up all night and braid each other’s hair,” Dix said. “I’m just saying I got a clean bed free of charge. I can’t figure why you wouldn’t just stay here for a night.”

“I appreciate the offer, now please, get the fuck out of my car and I’ll talk to you tomorrow,” she said.

“Suit yourself. Tell the bedbugs I say hello,” he said.

Tires screeched behind them and the smell of burnt rubber quickly followed. Lila turned and out of the back window saw a man get out of a truck. He was holding a rifle.

“Oh shit! Get down! Get down!” Lila screamed. She ducked her head between her knees and gripped the back of her neck with both hands. Dix slid down in his seat until his head was below his shoulder strap. A gunshot cracked through the air and the car rattled furiously. Lila could hear the sound of air rapidly escaping a tire.

“Give me my fucking money!” a muffled voice screamed.

Lila, still hunched over, turned toward Dix. “What’s happening?” she whispered.

Dix raised up just enough to get a better view in the rearview mirror. “Aw heck,” he said. He unbuckled his seat belt and sat up.

“What are you doing?” Lila said. A gunshot rang out, followed by the back end of the car sinking to the ground.

“GIVE ME MY FUCKING MONEY.”

“I’m coming out!” Dix shouted.

“What?!” Lila said, still crouched.

“It’s a misunderstanding,” Dix said calmly.

Dix opened the door and got out. Lila picked her head up, turned, and peered around her seat. She saw a man standing in front of a freshly cleaned black Toyota Tacoma. He was fortyish, in camo cargo shorts and a tank top that stretched over an upper body that was probably in great shape ten years ago but now had a thin doughy layer covering whatever was left of his muscle definition. He pointed a rifle at Dix.

“Rich, what in the world has gotten into you?” Dix asked.

“I know what you fuckin’ did, motherfucker,” Rich said. The veins in his temples were visible through his mesh Fresno State Bulldogs hat.

“Rich, I have no idea what you’re talking about, but I would be more than happy to listen to whatever issues you might have another time. My daughter’s here visiting me,” Dix said, motioning toward the car.

“What?” Rich said.

“Lila Bean, come out of the car and say hello,” Dix called out.

“No!” Lila shouted.

Rich marched over toward Lila. She quickly looked for something that she could use as a shield, but unfortunately her middle console contained only a bag of Sour Patch Kids. She turned back toward her window just in time to see Rich peer in. Up close, his face was unnaturally red. She couldn’t tell if that was because he was really angry, really sunburned, or both. Rich stared at her for a moment, then walked back over to Dix.

“You fuckin’ scammed me out of a whole-house water filter,” Rich barked.

“Rich, come on now. If you’re having issues with some of the work I did, you could just call me, and I’d be happy to come look at it.”

Lila felt particularly vulnerable in her current position and decided she’d like to at least give herself the chance to run if necessary. She opened the door and got out, making sure to put the car between herself and the man with the gun.

“I called you three fucking times,” Rich replied.

“And I called you back,” Dix said.

“When you knew I was at church, you motherfucker!”

“Can you please put your gun down?” Lila asked.

“No.”

“Well, we’re talking now, so what’s your issue?” Dix asked.

“I paid you good money to install a brand-new whole-house water filter and it broke the third fuckin’ day we had it, and since I couldn’t get a hold of your ass to fix it, I called the company to have them come take a look, and you know what they told me? They said they haven’t made that model in twenty years.”

“That’s true,” Dix said. “It’s a classic. I had to really hunt to find you that gem.”

“You picked the wrong fuckin’ dude. I was in Afghanistan, motherfucker. I want my money.”

Rich trained his rifle on the front left tire and fired. The sound bounced around the trees behind them.

“Can you please stop shooting my car?” Lila asked.

“This is your car?” Rich said.

“Yes.”

“Oh,” Rich replied, dropping the gun to his side. “Well… sorry, but your dad’s a piece of shit.”

“Come on, now, Rich, I—”

“He is absolutely a piece of shit,” Lila said. “But he’s gonna refund you whatever you paid. How about that?”

Rich considered this. He took his hat off with his free hand and used the bill to wipe the sweat from his brow. “All right,” he said, giving a conciliatory nod.

“You know what?” Dix said. “Although I stand by my work, it hurts me more to see a customer unhappy. I do this for the relationships. Now, I’m not liquid, so it might take me a little bit to round up that much cash.”

“You got a week.” Rich walked back to his Tacoma, opened the door, threw the gun on the passenger seat, got in, and drove off.

Dix and Lila stood silently; the only sounds were the insects in the trees and the hiss of air leaving two tires. Dix surveyed the damage to Lila’s car.

“I got a tire guy, I’ll have him come out here tomorrow morning, first thing.”

“I’m going to bed,” she said. She walked over to the back of her car and kicked aside some debris from the gunshots. She opened her trunk.

“That was not my fault,” Dix said. “You can’t be PO’d at me. That was an outsized response to what are widely considered in my field to be normal business practices.”

“Honestly, I wish I was madder.”

“So, we’re good?”

Lila hauled out her backpack and shut her trunk, which caused a hubcap to fall off. “We’re the same as we were before it happened,” she said.

“I’ll take it. Can I give you a ride to your hotel?”

She started walking toward the chain-link gate at the front of his property. “No,” she said, without turning around. “Just my two cents: I would pay that man before he shoots you.”

“Don’t worry about me. You call me if you find anything about that Burkina Faso, okay?”

Lila continued down the sidewalk. “I’m gonna do some digging of my own tonight,” Dix called out after her. “We’ll touch base tomorrow!”
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It took two hours and three different motels before Lila found a place to stay that didn’t make her want to dunk her body in a vat of bleach. She showered, then opened her computer and googled “Can you get chlamydia from dirty towels,” a detail she would not be sharing with her dad. She hadn’t expected to spend the night in Los Armarios. She had no change of clothes, so she walked next door to the Rite Aid and bought a Diet Coke, a bag of Swedish fish, and a couple pairs of cheap underwear. On the way out she saw a single T-shirt rack and bought the only thing that fit her: a tank top featuring a cartoon sun holding a semiautomatic rifle above the words “Suns Out Guns Out.” She was never going to wear it outside, but it would do for something comfortable in the hotel. When she got back to her room it was after 10 p.m. She positioned the two pillows against the headboard and sat back on her bed with her iPad resting on her thighs. She was ready to get to work.

Lila had learned the craft of internet sleuthing out of necessity. The Department of Child Protective Services performs several background checks on any prospective foster parent, but as a kid in the foster care system, Lila quickly learned that the state doesn’t discover everything. All of her foster parents had clean records, according to the state. But upon further checking, Lila found her second foster dad had been banned from a boxing subreddit for espousing the benefits of eugenics. He was probably the least adept at covering his tracks. Lila’s third foster parents owned a popular smoothie shop and were beloved by their church, but after Lila did a deep dive on their Instagram account she found they also operated a burner account they used to harass teenagers for “whorish behavior.” By the time Lila turned sixteen she had figured out how to navigate through most government records, scour political donations, and comb through social media and e-commerce histories. She couldn’t catch everything, but it provided her with enough information to spot a warning sign, or at the very least, what buttons to push if she needed out of the situation entirely.

An initial search of “Americans for the Vital Aid of Burkina Faso” produced no results, just as her dad had reported. When she used the IRS database of tax-exempt charitable organizations, she found there were only three registered charities associated specifically with Burkina Faso, and none of the three of them had taken in charitable donations in excess of $50,000 within the last year. She opened the bottle of Diet Coke next to her on the bedside table and took a swig, then tore open the bag of Swedish fish and popped a few in her mouth.

Lila considered one important fact: Her mom was deathly afraid of the internet. She’d seen the 1995 Sandra Bullock film The Net and it had terrified her to the point that she refused to ever have an internet connection, computer, or smartphone. Mattie reluctantly agreed to a basic cell phone after Lila begged her to get one for emergencies. Lila didn’t expect that this would suddenly offer a medium in which they could improve their communication. Instead, it just became a source of frustration as Mattie never answered calls, almost never checked her text messages, and frequently just forgot to charge the phone altogether. Lila realized the futility of it when she received a text message from her mother that said ok. It appeared out of the blue and briefly confused Lila until she realized it was in response to the text she’d sent her three months prior asking her to remember to charge her phone every night. With this in mind, Lila felt pretty sure that her mom hadn’t fallen victim to an internet scam or catfishing. Which meant that someone from Americans for the Vital Aid of Burkina Faso lived in Los Armarios and came in contact with her.

Lila revised her search. She went back into the IRS database, and instead of searching by name of charity, she searched by location: Los Armarios. Much to her surprise, there were seventy-four charity or nonprofit organizations based in Los Armarios. Her eyelids felt heavy but the caffeine in the Diet Coke started to kick in. She began going through each organization, one by one. About half were religious groups, youth rec centers, and 4H clubs. There was a pregnancy center and a dance troupe and a gun club that had disbanded earlier in the year after an argument ended in one member shooting another member’s dog. She was toward the end of the list when she clicked on something called “Americans for Human Decency.”

“Americans for Human Decency” had no offices, just a PO box at the Los Armarios post office. She downloaded the 990 form and saw that its gross receipts for last year totaled $2.63 million, all of which came from personal donations. Under “Principal Officer” there was the name “Yuli Gusev.” His address was also attributed to a PO box at the Los Armarios post office. A quick Google search provided no match for anyone with that name anywhere, let alone Los Armarios. But “Americans for Human Decency” did have a website: www.amerfhd.org. The home page featured rotating images of children in underdeveloped nations. A quick reverse image search revealed they were stock photos. There was only a single tab at the top of the page, which said “Donate Here.” Lila clicked on it. Her screen filled with a page asking for her payment information. At the very bottom, there was a single sentence.


Your donation will help provide access to clean water and sanitation to the countries of Mali, Central African Republic, Libya, and Burkina Faso.



Lila thought she heard a creak of the floor in the walkway outside her room. She looked at her phone; it was past midnight. She heard the creak again. It was barely audible. She held perfectly still and listened.

Nothing.

She figured it was probably the dilapidated wooden railing going through its decaying process. She took a sip of water, then heard the sound again. It was closer. It was also unmistakably a footstep. It was slow and quiet in a way that felt purposeful.

She shut off the light by her bedside table and the room went dark. The only light came trickling in from the hallway under the bottom of her window curtains.

Dead silence.

Maybe someone had come outside for a smoke and didn’t want to wake anyone. The light from under her window curtains went dark. Someone was standing in front of them, right outside the window.

Lila looked around the room for something to protect herself. The best she could find was the lamp next to her. She unplugged it and gripped it like a club.

The light from under the curtains returned. She heard two footsteps, and then the faint glow from under the door went dark. They were standing outside her door.

She held her breath. In the distance she heard a car drive past. Then quiet again. Someone was still there. She could feel them. She heard the sound of something sliding under the door. It slowly scratched its way across the cheap linoleum. Her heart pounded against her chest. It was too dark to see what had been slid under her door. She turned on her phone’s flashlight function but held her hand over the light as she silently crawled on her stomach toward the end of her bed. She pulled her finger away from the light on her phone just enough to illuminate the small area on the floor in front of the door.

It was a single piece of paper. She slowly reached for the corner of the paper with her thumb and index finger. She pulled it toward her, lifted the paper up, and turned her flashlight onto the surface. Two sentences, scrawled in pen:

She’s alive. Keep looking and she won’t be.







CHAPTER 7

DIX HAD ALWAYS been an early riser. It started when he was seven and he woke up at the crack of dawn to steal the neighbor’s chocolate milk delivery. He came out into the living room to find his mom already up. He thought he was caught and awaited the onslaught of questions, but instead she lauded him for getting up early to take on the day. Then she made him a stack of pancakes. He began to realize that people equated getting up early with being a hard worker, when in fact there was hardly any correlation, and certainly not in his case. Shortly after, he made a habit of getting up at the crack of dawn. He considered this his single greatest piece of life advice and made a point to share it with Lila often. It never took.

On this morning, Dix woke just before six. He put on his terrycloth robe and traipsed into his living room. The sun was just coming up over the mountains in the distance. He made a cup of coffee and looked out his kitchen window at Lila’s car in the driveway. Two of its tires were now completely flat. He squinted. There was something in the passenger seat. A person.
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A rapping on the window jolted Lila awake and she turned to see Dix staring in at her.

“You got yourself some five-star accommodations,” he said.

Lila rubbed the sleep from her eyes and arched her back. She’d slept all of two hours at most. She unlocked the door and oozed out of the car.

“Where can I get a good cup of coffee?” she said. Her voice felt like it was being dragged over gravel.

“I can pour you one here.”

Lila looked at the house, then back at Dix.

“Where else?” she asked.
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Lila carried two cups of coffee over to a two-top in a small dusty establishment called Joni’s Coffees & Tea. It was empty except for a guy in a yellow Big Box uniform with a tattoo on his calf of a big-breasted Marge Simpson in lingerie. He looked up at Lila as she walked past him, then pushed one nostril closed and blew a snot rocket directly onto the linoleum floor.

“Here,” she said, handing a seated Dix a saucer and cup.

“You’re a gem,” he said. Then he pulled out his wallet and inspected the inner pocket. “Well, heck, I don’t have any cash on me, you got Venmo?” he said.

“Yeah. I do. It’s Lila dash Dixon three five. Coffee was two bucks,” Lila said.

“Oh,” Dix said. “Well, all right then. I will administer payment post haste.”

Lila melted into the wooden chair. She had a headache that felt like her right eye was trying to secede from her head.

“You didn’t happen to order a pastry or anything, did you?” Dix said. Lila stared at him. “No worries,” he said.

Lila took out the paper that had been slipped under her hotel room door the night before and put it on the table.

“You gonna give that over to the cops?” Dix said.

“So they can do what exactly?”

“I don’t know, dust it for prints?”

“I did that. It’s clean.”

“You dusted for fingerprints?”

“Yeah.”

Lila took a sip of her coffee.

“Where’d you learn how to do that?”

“Seventh grade. Lived with a family in Stockton for about six months and the daughter would steal from her dad’s drawer and blame it on me. It was a brutal summer, and they had a pool, and I didn’t want to get booted, so I bought a fingerprinting kit and spent a week figuring it out. Then the next time she tried to pin it on me I broke it out, dusted the handle of his drawer, and fucking busted her ass,” Lila said.

Dix laughed. “What’d they do?”

“Booted me back to the state,” Lila replied.

Dix’s laughter abruptly stopped. He took a sip of his coffee. Lila looked back down at the paper, hoping something would jump out at her.

“This thing is completely fucked,” Lila said.

“Well, hold on now. Let’s talk about the good stuff.”

“Which is what?”

“The first sentence says, ‘She’s alive.’”

“I’m not getting real trustworthy vibes from the author here, and the second sentence says if we look for her somebody’s gonna kill her.”

“I think he’s full of it. I think whoever this is, we got ’em spooked,” Dix said.

“You have exactly zero evidence to support that feeling.”

“That’s absolutely not true. We basically know who it is.”

Lila massaged her cheekbone with her forefinger.

“Oh wow, well, enough with the suspense, let’s hear it.”

“It’s the Burkina Faso people,” Dix said.

“And that would be who?”

“You said you found a name.”

“No. I found somebody listed as the proprietor of a Burkina Faso charity which is not even the one we’re looking for. The only thing it has in common is it looks shady as fuck, and it’s run out of a PO box in town.”

“What’s the name of the proprietor?” Dix asked.

“Yuli Gusev.”

“Yuli Gusev,” Dix said. He looked out the window. “Yuli Gusev.”

“You heard that name before?”

“No. But if there’s something dirty in this town, I know a little piggie who knows where all the slop is.”
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Lila felt you could sum up Los Armarios by its two great loves. The first was almonds. Almond growing was the largest source of local jobs, or at least until the arrival of the Big Box fulfillment center. The second great love was the nü metal band Korn. Korn was founded in 1993 in Bakersfield, California, which was about an hour and a half south of Los Armarios. They experienced mainstream success in the late nineties and then faded into varying degrees of irrelevance. But not in Los Armarios. In fact, the band remained so popular in Los Armarios that on the last weekend of each year the townsfolk hosted “Korn Fest,” where several local Korn cover bands played for twelve straight hours. Lila accidentally came to town once during Korn Fest and made sure to never make that mistake again. So she was not surprised when Dix pulled them up to a small run-down house with a twenty-foot Korn flag nailed to the front of the garage door.

Lila followed Dix through a chain-link gate into a dirt yard. An acrid smell emanated from a bucket sitting a few feet away on the porch.

“This is a friend of yours?” Lila said, looking at the bucket, where a bubble had begun to form on the top of the murky black liquid inside.

“I’m not picking him up from the airport or nothing, but we’re close enough. If this Yuli fellow is operating in town, he’ll know,” Dix said.

Dix knocked on the door. Lila heard some grumbling followed by the thud of feet padding toward the door. It opened to reveal a thin white man in his early thirties with a shaved head and tattoos crawling up his neck. Through the mesh tank top he was wearing Lila could see his nipple piercings along with a plethora of other tattoos haphazardly scattered across his body.

“Yo, what up, Dix?”

“Not a whole heck of a lot but more than a little. How you doing?”

“I’m straight.”

“This is my daughter, Lila,” Dix said.

“What up, I’m Barbo,” the man said.

Lila waved hello.

“What can I do for y’all?” he asked.

Lila got a giant whiff of the bucket’s contents. She felt her stomach tighten and tried not to retch.

“That bucket smells like shit, huh?” said Barbo.

“Yeah. What’s in it?” Lila said, holding her breath.

“Man, if I knew that I’d be a millionaire,” Barbo replied enigmatically. “Y’all can come in.” He turned and walked back into the darkness behind him. Lila turned to Dix and mouthed, “What the fuck is this?”

“He’s a good dude,” Dix said, then walked in.

Lila followed Dix into Barbo’s living room where a dark-haired woman in her twenties sat on the couch watching anime on her phone with her earbuds in.

“This is Marcella. She’s chill as fuck,” Barbo said, pointing to the woman.

Marcella eyed Dix and Lila, then turned back to her anime. The shades were drawn closed and there were three different fans strategically positioned to blow directly on the couch. On the wall were various posters and photographs. Lila didn’t know much about art, but she felt confident all the art in this room was objectively bad. The room was muggy. Her tank top was beginning to stick to her chest.

“It’s hot as balls in here, I know. AC broke,” Barbo said.

“I could come back here later this week and take a look at it,” Dix said.

“I got a guy coming. They gave me a raise at Big Box, so I got a little extra cash,” Barbo said.

“Oh, well, congratulations,” Dix said.

“Yeah, I just, like, never stopped working to take a shit or a piss and they were basically like, ‘That’s dope, thanks,’ and gave me a raise. You want something to drink? I got water and I think maybe a Mountain Dew.”

“Appreciate it, but we’re not gonna stay long. Just had a question I wanted to run past you,” Dix said.

“You can always just text me,” Barbo replied.

“Well, it feels like maybe the kind of question we may not want in writing,” Dix said.

“I got Signal,” Barbo said.

“What’s that?”

“Oh, you gotta get fuckin’ Signal. It’s encrypted messaging. That means cops can’t use it in a court of law.”

“Really?” Dix asked.

“That’s not what it means,” Lila said.

Barbo shrugged off Lila’s comment and walked to the kitchen and pulled a Mountain Dew from the fridge. He tapped the top of the can a few times and then cracked it open.

“So, what do you need?” he said.

“We think a friend of ours mighta got wrapped up in a charity scam,” Dix said.

“Friends of Fresno?”

“No, it’s—”

“Agro International?”

“How about we just tell you what it is,” Lila snapped.

“What a bitch,” Marcella mumbled without looking up from her phone.

“Excuse me?” Lila said.

“Okay, okay,” Dix said, putting his arm out in front of Lila. “Sorry, time is of the essence and she’s wound a little tight,” he said to Barbo.

“Floor is yours,” Barbo said, putting his palms out in front of him.

“You ever heard of a charity called Americans for the Vital Aid of Burkina Faso?” Dix asked.

Barbo scratched his beard, then said, “Nah, I don’t know what the fuck that is.”

“What about Americans for Human Decency,” Lila said.

“Nope.”

“What about the name Yuli Gusev?”

“I know that fool,” the woman said, eyes still fixed on her phone.

“You know Yuli Gusev?” Lila said.

“Yeah,” she said, unmoved.

Lila waited for a follow-up statement, which it became clear was not coming.

“Do you want to… maybe tell us who he is?” Lila asked.

The woman looked up from her phone for the first time. “I don’t know, you’re being all rude and shit. Messin’ up the vibes in here.”

“I’m messing up ‘the vibes’ in here?”

“Yeah.”

“This is hell. You live in hell. This place makes me want to take a fucking bath in Narcan.”

“Bitch, we don’t even do meth.”

“Well, you might want to tell your interior designer that,” Lila said.

Marcella stood up with a quickness that Lila would not have predicted. Dix moved between them.

“Let’s everybody simmer down here.”

“Tell your girlfriend to shut her fucking mouth!” Marcella shouted.

“That’s my dad, you fucking dope.”

“Lila, stop,” Dix said, like a father speaking to his child. Lila hadn’t heard that voice in twenty-five years. It jarred her. She stood down. The tension in the room remained.

“I actually put a lot of thought into this room,” Barbo said. “That couch is from Crate and Barrel.”

“It’s a great couch. Heck, I walked in and first thing I thought was, ‘I wonder where he got that couch?’” Dix said. “Look, her mom is missing. We’re trying to find her. How about I give you fifty bucks, and you tell me who Yuli Gusev is? That feel fair?”

Marcella considered this. “He’s a Russian fool. Got an accent. Ugly-ass tattoo on his arm of a star,” she said.

“How old?” Lila said.

“Maybe, like, twenty-five. He’s always around Pockets trying to get his dick sucked.”

“Yo, this is why I told you I don’t like it when you go to Pockets,” Barbo said.

“I like their fries.”

“There’s places all over with hella good fries where no one’s trying to get their dick sucked. Shit, Clancy’s got great fries.”

“Those are steak fries. I don’t fuck with steak fries.”

“Okay, so, what else do you know about this guy?” Lila asked.

“I seen him racing ATVs out in the dunes with some other dudes.”

“Any idea where he lives?” Dix asked.

“Nah, but he’s at Pockets like every night,” she said. She held out her hand, revealing a tattoo on her wrist of the Oakland A’s logo sitting in a pool of blood. “Now gimme my money.”
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Lila had to admit, the fries at Pockets were pretty darn good. They weren’t worth the dour atmosphere, but they were thin, salty, crispy, and just the right amount of greasy. She dunked a few of them in ketchup and shoved them in her mouth as she sat at a high-top table in the corner of the bar. It was 8 p.m. and they’d been there for about a half hour with no sign of the Russian. The bar was half filled, and a stale hoppy smell hung in the air. Lila had positioned herself toward the door to make sure she didn’t miss anyone, but the place was small enough that it was pretty easy to account for everyone. Dix had gone to the bar for drinks twenty minutes ago and was still there, holding court with a few men who would sporadically burst into laughter at something he said. Finally, he headed back over toward Lila, holding two beers. He was trailed by a man in his twenties with a thick mustache holding a Pacifico. Dix set the beers down on the table and slid one over to Lila.

“Lila Bean, I want to introduce you to someone. This is Gil Moreno. He’s one of Los Armarios’s finest.”

“Nice to meet you,” Gil said. “Mind if I join?” he added with a smile.

“Yes,” she said.

The smile left Gil’s face and was replaced with a look of confusion.

“No, no, don’t worry, he thinks the sheriff’s a turd, too,” Dix said to Lila.

“Oh yeah, huge asshole. You know we’re running Joe Winger against him in November, yeah?” Gil said.

“I’ll be damned! Love Joe! ” Dix replied.

“We’re throwing a fundraiser for Winger at Bill Mannion’s on Friday. You should come.”

“I don’t know if I’m the fundraiser type,” Dix said.

“People would be stoked to see you. The old heads fucking love your dad,” Gil said to Lila. Gil tried to sit on the stool next to Lila. She moved it away.

“Great meeting you. We’ll see you around,” she said. “We’re having some father-daughter time,” she added.

“Oh, uh, okay,” Gil said. He walked back toward the bar.

“What in the heck is your problem?” Dix asked.

“We’re trying to wait for a criminal to walk in so we can ask him about his criminal enterprise and you want to sit with a cop?”

“He’s not in uniform. He’s in jeans.”

“If you told someone to close their eyes and picture a cop, they’d picture that guy.”

Dix considered this. “Well, you didn’t have to be rude about it. I still have to live here after this, ya know?”

“Just my humble opinion, but if I lived somewhere where I fucked the sheriff’s wife and had a war veteran come at me with a rifle, I’d possibly consider moving,” Lila said. She took a swig from her beer.

“Well, therein lies the difference between you and me. I like to see conflicts as simply a detour on the road to friendship.” Dix tipped his beer to her before taking a swig.

They sat silently for a moment as Lila refocused on the door. Lila enjoyed silence. She especially enjoyed how much Dix hated it.

“Arturo tells me you’re doing a bang-up job for him,” Dix said.

“It’s a shit job. I hate it,” she replied, eyes still on the door.

“Well, keep grinding, keep moving up, maybe in twenty years you’re the head of scouting for a big-league team.”

“I’d rather throw myself off a fucking bridge.”

“Boy, you are tough to please.”

Dix frowned and then took another swig of his beer. More silence. “You know, things are going pretty well for me,” he said.

“You’re a suspect in the missing persons case of your ex-wife.”

“I mean outside of that. My business is going pretty well.”

“A customer shot at you.”

“You’re just gonna keep bringing that up?”

“At least until my car’s fixed.”

“Fair enough. Well, what else is going on with you besides the job?” Dix said.

“Are you fucking kidding me with this?”

“I can’t ask about how you’re doing?”

“No, you definitely can. You also could have last week, or a month ago, or a year ago, or basically ever,” Lila said.

“That is not fair.”

“Why is that not fair?”

“Contrary to what you may believe, I am very invested in your life.”

“What evidence would you say you have to suggest that’s at all true?” Lila said, through a genuine laugh.

“I’m your dad!”

“That unfortunately doesn’t mean shit.”

“It doesn’t, huh?”

“No. That’s like saying the owner of a Domino’s Pizza cares about the quality of pizza. He should, but then he buys the cheapest fucking ingredients and pays his workers minimum wage to make it, and then you look at his decisions and realize this man actually might hate pizza.”

“First off, a woman can also own a Domino’s Pizza, so maybe come join me in the twenty-first century,” Dix said. “But to use your analogy, an owner of a Domino’s has a lot of constraints and so he or she is making the best pizza they can make within those constraints. If they didn’t love pizza, they’d just get out of the business entirely.”

“You got out of the fathering business entirely,” Lila said.

“I was in prison!”

“And how’d that happen?”

“A grievous error, which I have paid for and then some.”

“Let’s pretend that’s true. What happened after you got out?” Lila said. She held his eye contact until he looked away.

Dix leaned back on his stool and flattened out his plaid button-down. “I give a damn about you whether you choose to believe it or not. I’m gonna use the pisser,” he said. He stood up and turned toward the bar, then froze. He leaned over toward Lila.

“That’s the Russian,” he whispered.

Lila straightened up. Her pulse quickened.

“Where?” she whispered back.

“At the bar. Shaved head. Musta just come in.”

Lila pretended to stretch her neck as she tried to get a better look. Sure enough, a thin man in his midtwenties in a collared, short-sleeved polo and slacks was standing at the bar. Poking out from under his sleeve was a tattoo of a Russian star.
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“I’ll have a double rum and Coke,” Lila shouted to the bartender, who strained to hear over the Godsmack song that pumped from the jukebox. She leaned forward over the bar, putting her cleavage in the Russian’s peripheral vision. She had always played down her sexuality, but had fended off enough creepy men in her life to know that she could draw their attention easily if she wanted to. Sure enough, Lila caught the Russian’s eye. He turned to her and smiled.

“I like the way you drink. Somebody here to party,” the Russian said, in an accent so thick it almost seemed fake. He took a sip from his margarita with a salted rim.

“This is just my Wednesday,” Lila said, dishing out a smile.

“Fucking A,” the Russian said, smiling back.

He smelled as if every cologne had joined forces. He looked younger and less grizzled than Lila expected. He seemed more like a child pretending to be an adult than an actual adult.

“I’m Nikki,” Lila said, extending her hand.

“Yuli,” he replied. He took her hand and caressed the top of it with his thumb before letting go. The bartender handed her a double rum and Coke. She reached for her wallet.

“On my tab,” Yuli told the bartender.

“You don’t have to do that,” Lila said.

“I don’t have to do anything. But I do when I do, you know?” He flashed another smile. She saw one of the teeth in the back of his mouth was missing.

“You want to take these to the patio?” Lila asked.

“Fucking A,” Yuli said. Lila led him as they weaved through the high-top tables and to the back door. She pushed it open and was immediately enveloped by a blast of hot night air. The patio was small, maybe twenty by twenty, and fenced in on all sides by wooden lattice. It looked like it was probably built ten years ago when they needed a place for smokers but wanted to do the bare minimum. There were two cheap white plastic tables with some matching chairs scattered around them. It was empty, except for Dix, who stood with a beer in one hand and a cigarette burning in the other. He lifted his beer bottle in greeting. Yuli returned the gesture. Lila sat down at a table. Yuli pulled up a chair uncomfortably close to hers.

“Like to be close, huh?” she said.

“I hear very bad,” he said, with a smile. “I have not seen you here before.” He pulled out a vape pen and took a toke.

“Never been here before.”

“Why you come here tonight?” He let out two streams of smoke through his nose.

“I’m looking for someone,” Lila said.

“You have found him,” Yuli said with a laugh.

“Well, let’s find out. What do you know about Americans for the Vital Aid of Burkina Faso?”

Yuli sat up straight in his chair. His eyes darted around the small patio, then he stood up quickly. Dix appeared behind him and put his two huge paws on Yuli’s shoulders and gave a firm squeeze.

“Well, hold on now, we were just starting to have some fun,” Dix said. He guided Yuli back down into his chair, then pulled a chair right up next to them. Yuli was now tightly sandwiched between Dix and Lila.

“This is my associate,” Lila said.

Dix smiled and gave a nod. Yuli’s hand shook ever so slightly as he brought the vape pen up to his lips and inhaled.

“There ya go, calm those nerves. We just want a quick chat,” Dix said.

“Now, before you answer my question, there’s two cops inside,” Lila said. “Neither of them know why I’m here or who you are. That can change quickly, though.”

“We ain’t here to bust your nuts, just want a little—” Before Dix could finish his sentence, Yuli burst out of his chair, knocking it over backwards. He kicked the chair out of his way, sending it sliding against the concrete floor, then frantically looked around for an exit. When he couldn’t find one, he turned toward the wooden lattice and took off like a sprinter after the starting gun fires. He threw his hands in front of his face and launched himself through the wooden lattice, which exploded upon impact, tearing down half the structure. He fell to the ground on the other side, then quickly picked himself up. He attempted to take off running, but slipped on the debris. Off balance, he catapulted himself headfirst into the bumper of a Ford Explorer. Lila winced at the sound of Yuli’s head cracking against the hard plastic. Yuli crumpled to the ground, motionless.

“Gonna go out on a limb and say we got the right guy,” Dix said.







CHAPTER 8

DURING THE ENTIRETY of Lila’s childhood, she never spent more than a few days in a row solely in the care of her dad. The longest stretch was five days in the late summer of 1996. Dix had just finished his season of AA ball and returned to Los Armarios to find Mattie sitting outside his house with Lila on her lap. Lila could only remember her mother sobbing and yelling about something she couldn’t understand. Suddenly Dix picked up Lila with one arm, opened the passenger door to his brand-new navy blue Ford Bronco, and put her in the front seat. He got in and started the engine.

“What’s happening, Daddy?” she asked.

“We’re gonna hit the road for a few,” he said, putting the truck in reverse.

“Is Mama coming?”

“No, she’s feeling a little tired so she’s gonna sit this one out.”

They turned down the street and Lila could see her mom in the side-view mirror, still sitting on Dix’s front porch, her face red from crying.

“Where are we going?”

Dix didn’t answer immediately.

“You know what? You pick. Wherever you want to go.”

“Really?”

“Yep. You tell me where and that’s where we’ll go.”

Lila thought for a moment. This was an important decision.

“I want to go to the forest. I want to go camping,” Lila said definitively.

“Camping? I was thinking maybe somewhere in town,” Dix said.

“I want to go camping in the forest. Mama gave me a book about the tall trees in the forest.”

“Well, you know, camping, that’s a—that’s an overnight trip. When I said we’re gonna hit the road for a ‘few,’ I meant a few hours.”

“Oh,” Lila said. Disappointment set in.

Dix continued driving. She saw his knuckles whiten as he gripped the wheel tighter.

“You know, it’s not safe in the woods. Did you know that?” Dix said.

“It’s not?”

“Oh heck no. There’s bears. Big old bears. You go camping in the woods, then you gotta watch out for bears,” he said.

“What will they do?” Lila said, a little concerned.

“Eat you right up. They got big old claws. And they do not like people.”

“Winnie-the-Pooh likes people.”

“That’s an inaccurate portrayal of bears. That book’s probably gotten people killed. So, you know, as much as I’d love to take you camping, I don’t think it’s safe, and as your daddy your safety is my priority numero uno. So, what would be your second choice?”

“Disneyland,” Lila said

“Let me throw a third option at you: the McDonald’s with the ball pit over on Main. Eat a burger and chocolate shake, roll around in there as long as you want.”

“Okay,” Lila said unenthusiastically.

Dix turned down Main Street. The McDonald’s was in the distance. The only sound in the cab was the hum of the motor. He slowed as they neared. He gripped the steering wheel tightly once more and Lila could see his jaw muscles clench. The car sped up and they drove past the golden arches.

“You missed the McDonald’s,” Lila said.

“We’re going to Disneyland.”

“We are?!” Lila screamed.

“Yessir,” he said, smiling.

Three hours later they pulled into Disneyland, which was actually the Tule River Hotel and Casino, a fact that Lila did not discover until three years later when she saw a picture of the actual Disneyland.
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Lila sat in the passenger seat of Dix’s Ford Bronco and marveled at how much she still hated that truck and every memory she’d made in it. She was pretty sure that wasn’t going to change on this night, as they sat parked in a barren patch of nondescript grassland with an unconscious Russian leaning against her. The night was pitch black, the only light coming from the stars above. She felt Yuli stir between her and Dix in the front seat. His fingers began moving, then his eyes began to shuttle back and forth under his closed lids, and then finally they opened. He looked down at his hands and feet, which were bound with zip ties.

“How you feeling there, bud?” Dix asked. Yuli drew a breath, then broke into a coughing fit. He brought his hands to his forehead, which was caked in dried blood.

“Who fucking are you? You don’t know who you fuck with,” he said in a guttural voice, fluid still in his throat.

“That’s why we’re here. We’d love to know who we fuck with,” Lila said.

“Who are you?” Yuli asked.

“We’re not really taking questions at this time,” Dix said.

“But we have some questions for you, and if we get the answers, we’ll let you go,” Lila said.

Yuli looked around, then wiped a coagulation of snot and blood from his nose.

“What you want to know?” he asked.

“Same thing we wanted to know before you took a header through the patio wall, which, by the way, I had them charge to your card,” Dix said. “Told ’em you were drunk. You can thank me later.”

“Fuck you.”

“Don’t even worry about it,” Dix replied.

“Americans for the Vital Aid of Burkina Faso. You work for them?” Lila said.

“Legitimate charity,” he replied.

“I’m not from the IRS so I don’t give a shit. About a month ago, a woman named Mattie Wilkerson wired two hundred and fifty thousand dollars to your legitimate charity. You remember that?”

“Maybe, I don’t know.”

“Why’d she do that?”

“I don’t know. Maybe she care about people of Burkina Faso,” he said.

Dix looked at Lila. He buckled his seat belt, and she did the same.

“What you doing?” Yuli asked nervously. Dix hit the gas, lurching the car forward, then slammed on the brakes, sending Yuli’s head hurtling into the dashboard.

“Fucking A, man!” he screamed. Blood poured down his face from a newly reopened wound.

“Why did Mattie Wilkerson wire that money to you?” Lila asked again.

“I don’t know! I never met her before. She come to me, I don’t know even who tell her about me. She say she need to send this money clean, no trace. I take this money, I give to my brother in Burkina Faso, he send back over here to who she want. We take cut. That is it.”

“Why Burkina Faso?” Dix asked.

“Country is fucked. FBI can’t go in to fucked country to track money.”

“Damn. That’s pretty smart,” Dix said.

“So who’d she have you send the money to?” Lila asked.

Yuli spit some blood into his shirt.

“I can’t remember,” he said.

Lila looked at Dix and said, “Can you help him remember?”

Dix nodded.

“No no no no—” Yuli screamed. He scrambled to find a seat belt but there wasn’t one. Dix revved the engine. Yuli threw his hands up in front of him as Dix put the car in gear and punched the gas. The car shot forward like a horse at the starting gate. Then Dix slammed on the brakes. Yuli turned his body just before it was sent flying. His ribs connected with the dashboard, and he cried out in agony.

“Stop! Fuck!” he screamed. “I say I can’t remember because I don’t keep names in fucking head!”

“That’s smart,” said Dix.

“So, where do you keep them,” Lila said.

“In phone. Is in phone. Right pocket.”

Lila reached into Yuli’s pocket and rooted around for a couple seconds before she pulled out an iPhone with a shiny platinum case. The lock screen was a picture of Yuli shirtless, in New England Patriots sweatpants, his arms around two other similarly clad men. Lila held the phone up to Yuli’s face, triggering the face ID. The screen unlocked.

“How do I get to the name?” Lila asked.

“Is complicated. Easier if let me do it,” he said.

“Then we’ll go slow,” Lila said. “Tell me what to do.”

Yuli gave her an annoyed look that turned into resignation. He said something aloud in Russian.

“What’s that mean?” Dix asked.

“It means you are asshole bitch,” Yuli said.

“Sounds so pretty in Russian,” Dix said.

“Hey, shit head, tell me how to find the name,” Lila said.

“Go to Sheets app,” he said.

“You use a fucking spreadsheet for your crimes?” Lila said.

She swiped through a couple pages of icons and found the green-and-white logo. She clicked on it and a page appeared with several projects, all labeled in Russian. She showed him the screen.

“Second one,” he said.

Lila clicked on the second project. A spreadsheet appeared with three columns. The first column had names in each box, the second column seemed to be an amount of money, and the third column had names, addresses, and what looked to be bank account numbers. Lila scrolled down the list until she came across “Mattie Wilkerson.” Next to her name was “$246,650.00.” Next to that was another name and account number.

“Michael Dominguez,” Lila read aloud. She took out her phone and took a picture of Yuli’s screen.

“Thank you for your assistance,” Dix said.

“Fuck you. You fuck with wrong person.”

“No, I think this just proved we fucked with the right person. I think we’re all done,” Lila said.

“What do we do with our friend here?” Dix asked.

Lila hadn’t thought about that. She looked at Yuli, sizing him up. “You know what? Give me your shoes and step outside so my associate and I can talk,” Lila said.

“Fuck off,” Yuli said.

“Okay. Well, the other option is I get this thing up to eighty-five miles an hour and send you through the windshield,” Dix said.

Yuli removed his shoes. Dix opened the door and stood on the small step on the driver’s side to let him out.

“We’ll just be a minute,” Dix said. “Just an FYI: It’s pitch black, it’s the middle of nowhere, and I can hear the rattlers, so I’d maybe consider those things if I was thinking about making a run for it.”

Dix got back in and closed the door.

“I think we take him to the cops. Let our tax dollars do the work. You never want to mess with Russians,” Dix said.

“According to who?”

“Anybody who’s ever messed with a Russian.”

“Spare me your folksy xenophobia. I don’t want to take him to the cops. They have access to the bank records, and the fact that they haven’t talked to this dumbshit isn’t a big vote of confidence,” Lila said.

“Well, maybe they’re getting to it. Or doing a sting of sorts.”

“Every one of these cops was the dumbest guy in their high school. We give them this info and they might step on their dicks and get my mom killed.”

“You sure do like to paint with a broad brush,” Dix said.

“You just said to never mess with any Russian.”

“Well, yeah, but that’s true.”

Lila was chewing on another thought. This one was not as easily digested. “The other thing is, it’s pretty clear she was wrapped up in some shady shit, and if we take him and all this to the cops, and they find her, she’s going to jail. And you and I both know my mom won’t make it two days in prison.”

Dix spit out some dip juice into an empty Gatorade bottle sitting in a cup holder next to him. “Well, heck. I guess it gets worse before it gets worse.”

Outside, Yuli raised his arms impatiently, then made a dismissive jerk-off motion.

“He seems like the type who might hold this little incident against us. How do we get him not to come after us after we cut him loose?” Dix asked.

“Tell him if he does, we’ll turn him in to the cops and expose the racket him and his brother are running,” Lila replied.

“Eh, I dunno. Risky. He might call our bluff or, again, because he’s a Russian, he might not care.”

“Then maybe this is where you could chime in with an idea,” Lila said.

“I think we’re overlooking the ace we’ve been dealt: He doesn’t know who we are or anything about us,” Dix said. “We could be anybody. He might come after two people he thinks are criminals or civilians who got caught up in some stuff, but I tell you who he wouldn’t come after: the DEA.”

“Your idea is to lie to him and tell him we’re DEA? He seems pretty stupid, but not that stupid.”

“Well, he might be if I had an official DEA badge…” Dix said.

Dix reached over by Lila and opened up the glove box in front of her seat. He took out a few dusty manuals and removed a thick gold badge from the back of the small compartment. He handed it to Lila, who inspected it.

“Wow, this really looks real,” she said.

“That’s because it is real,” he replied.

“Why the fuck do you have a real DEA badge?”

“Few years back, was chatting at the bar with a guy. He got pretty housed and took off. Dropped what I thought was his wallet, but it was a DEA badge, and so, you know, I picked it up to keep it safe for him, but he just never came back looking for it.”

“So what you’re saying is you stole it.”

“What? No. That would be a felony offense. He dropped it and I continue to keep it safe as I await his reclamation of it.”

“And in the meantime, you use it for what?”

“I don’t use it for anything. But when I take out my wallet to pay, if others see it and make the incorrect assumption that I am a DEA agent and then decide to give me a comped meal or a free cocktail, well, then, that’s their mistake.”

“It’s amazing that even now I can still be surprised by the depths of your bullshit.”

They heard a pounding outside on the hood and turned to see Yuli trying to get their attention. “What take so long, fucking A?” he shouted.

Lila looked down at the badge in her hands, then back at Yuli. “This is such a stupid fucking idea.”

“Well, sometimes when your back’s against the wall, you gotta be resourceful. It’s what they teach us at Quantico,” Dix said. “That’s where they train the DEA agents, in case he asks.”







CHAPTER 9

IT WAS LATE summer 1999 and Lila sat cross-legged in front of Dix on the infield grass of the Los Armarios High School field. She had begged him to let her stay at home and color, but he had insisted. Dix had just finished up his minor league season for the Dayton Dragons. He hadn’t seen Lila in four months, so he was trying to make up for lost time before she started first grade. Dix scratched the stubble on the underside of his jaw and locked eyes with Lila.

“A double play is a unique opportunity,” Dix said. “Do you know why?”

“You said we were gonna get ice cream,” Lila said, idly pulling out individual blades of grass.

“We will. But I’m trying to teach you something here first,” he said.

“Daddy.”

“We’re gonna get ice cream. Just hold your horses, okay?”

Lila sighed and then looked up at him.

“Okay, so, a double play is a unique opportunity because it’s a chance to wipe the slate clean,” he said. “The pitcher gives up a hit or a walk or whatever, and if you turn a double play it’s like that mistake never happened. Now stand up and I’m gonna show you how to do it.”

Lila stood and fixed her sundress, which had gotten all twisted. Dix picked up his glove from the ground next to him and put it on his left hand.

“All right, come stand next to me,” he said. Lila obliged. “So the first thing about turning a double play is that you gotta be quick. You don’t have a lot of time to futz around, because the ball has to make two stops instead of one, and it’s gotta do it in the same amount of time. So we need to get down in a fielding position, but be on the balls of our feet, so we’re ready to bounce,” Dix said. He dug the toe of each shoe into the dirt and lifted his heels up ever so slightly as he leaned forward into a crouch. He put his glove out in front of him and his other hand near his waist like a gunslinger ready to pull his weapon at a moment’s notice. “You want that wrist on your glove hand soft, like you’re trying to coax a baby bunny into it.”

“I don’t have a glove,” Lila said.

“Here, take mine,” Dix said, removing his glove and offering it to her.

“It smells bad,” Lila said, her face scrunched up in disgust.

“That’s how you want a glove to smell.”

“It’s too big,” Lila said as it teetered on her hand.

“Okay, no glove. We’ll practice like the Dominicans.”

“What are Dominicans?”

“Great ball players. Okay, so, we’re in our stance, we’re on the balls of our feet, the ball comes to us, and we field it out in front of us, that’s step one,” he said, going through the motions. Lila bent down and awkwardly rose on the balls of her feet with her hands out in front of her. She nearly fell over before Dix reached out and grabbed the back of her dress to steady her.

“Okay, so now comes the second step: We gotta make an accurate throw to second base and we gotta do it fast. Lucky for you, you’re learning from the best. People talk about my hitting, but I always say my defense is why I was drafted so high. So, in a way, you could say this throw right here, from third to second, bought our house.”

“I live with Mama.”

“Well, you won’t always.”

“Am I gonna live with you?”

Dix was silent. He smacked the dust off the inside of his glove.

“Look, the point I’m making is, you’re getting a lesson from the best. Now, when we scoop up this ball, if we stand all the way back up and then turn and make the throw, it’s gonna take too long. So we gotta stay down, turn our upper body, and make a side arm throw to second, like this,” he said. He demonstrated the movement in slow motion. “Now I’m gonna go over to second and I want you to pick up the ball in front of you and make that throw to me just the way I did it.” Dix began to make his way toward second.

Lila stared at the ball on the ground in front of her.

“Why do you like baseball so much?” Lila asked. Dix stopped and turned to her.

“What do you mean? It’s the greatest game ever invented.”

“It’s kind of boring to me.”

“Boring?”

“Yeah. I don’t get why you like it.”

Dix genuinely considered this. He took his hat off and ran his fingers through his hair, then popped the hat back on.

“Baseball is great because anything can happen. As long as there’s one out left, you always have a chance. No matter how bad things get, baseball always gives you an opportunity to make things right. You can have a terrible game, just stink up the field, but if you make one great play, or get a big hit, at just the right time, you’re the hero. And everything that happened before that doesn’t even really matter.”

He turned his head to the side and spit toward the ground. Then he pointed at the baseball at Lila’s feet.

“Plus, I’m real good at it, and that’s fun. All right, now let me see you start this double play.”
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Lila tried to edge herself closer to the window and turned her head away from Yuli, in hopes it might lessen the musk emanating from him. She picked at a callus between her middle and index fingers as Dix drove them down a dirt road that was flanked by endless dead grassland on either side. They were a couple miles from the nearest highway and it was still pitch black, the lights of civilization at least another few minutes away.

“So there is no DEA case against me? You are promising this?” Yuli asked.

“We’re going after some bigger fish, so we’re gonna drop you back off and then you’re free to go,” Dix said.

“Okay,” Yuli said, digesting this information. “Can I have phone?”

“You’ll get your phone when we let you go,” Lila replied.

“I just need send text message,” he said.

“And you can do that. When we let you go.”

Yuli looked nervous. He glanced down at his hands, which were still zip-tied.

“I just send one very short text message. That is it.”

“We’ll be back at the bar in ten minutes,” Lila replied.

A few headlights emerged in the distance. They slowly grew larger and started to come into focus. Lila noticed Yuli start to fidget. His hands still cuffed, he lunged across Lila and tried to grab his phone from her hand.

“What the fuck are you doing?” she shouted.

“Just give me phone!” he said.

He tried again to grab it out of her hand. She held it away from him. “Sit the fuck back!” Lila said. She thrust her elbow into his chest, connecting solidly. Yuli groaned. Lila saw the headlights grow closer. There were two sets, both low to the ground and close together. They were approaching them rapidly.

“I think we may have some company,” Dix said.

The headlights bounced toward them. She heard the high-speed whining of small engines. They were ATVs.

“Who the fuck is that? What did you do?”

“That is why I need phone!”

“Who are they?” Lila sad.

Dix made a hard right turn away from the ATVs, which were now only fifty yards behind them.

“My brothers! You kidnap me so I turn on location tracking app!”

“What? When?”

“When I spoke in Russian, I ask Siri to turn on. Before I know you are DEA.”

“Dang, you’re a little sharper than I thought,” Dix said.

Headlights lit up Lila’s side-view mirror. She looked behind her to see the ATVs were crisscrossing each other as they tracked the truck.

“Tell your brothers to go home,” Lila shouted over the rumbling of Dix’s Bronco as it pushed itself to its limit.

“I think maybe they’re not checking text messages right now,” Dix said.

The two ATVs behind them flared out wide, like sheep dogs trying to herd cattle. Lila tracked them as their motors roared and they pulled along either side of the Bronco. They rode even with the truck. One of the riders made a hand motion and then they accelerated and crossed in front. Lila was thrown forward against her seat belt as Dix slammed on the brakes to avoid slamming into the four-wheelers in front of them. A cloud of dust kicked up, enveloping them. Lila heard a moaning and looked down to see Yuli at her feet. The sound of the ATV engines cut out, but Lila could still see their headlights through the haze. The dust cleared and she saw two riders sitting atop their respective vehicles, which were now pointed at the Bronco. The riders dismounted and stood in front of their headlights, leaving them in silhouette. One of the riders was tall and thick, and built like two cans of beans stacked on top of each other. He took a step toward the truck and removed something strapped to his back. He held it up like a trophy. Lila could see, even in silhouette, it was a assault rifle. The second rider, who was short and squat, removed his machine gun and held it up as well.

“Well, heck,” Dix said.

“Get out of truck!” the tall one shouted.

Yuli was rubbing his side, still curled up on the floor by her feet.

“Give us our fucking brother!” the squat one said.

“All right, grab him and bring him outside there and stand real close behind him,” Dix said. “Then tell them we’re DEA.” He pulled the badge from his pocket and handed it to her.

“What are you going to do?”

“I’m gonna stay in the car.”

“What?”

“I got a plan. Just let them know we’re DEA,” Dix said.

Lila looked at Dix and mouthed, “What if they don’t buy it.”

“That’s what the plan is for,” Dix replied.

“Well how about you fucking share it with me before I go out there with two guys with guns.”

“Get out of fucking truck!” the squat man said.

“I can’t tell you the plan because he’s here listening to the plan,” Dix said, pointing down at Yuli, who was trying to pick himself up off the floor mat.

Lila looked out at the men, who were starting to approach, then back at Dix.

“If you drive off and leave me, I swear to fucking God.”

“Wow. That is incredibly hurtful. And also, not at all part of the plan.”

The squat man fired a round into the air. Dix rolled down his window. “We’re coming out, hold your horses!” he said.

Lila reached down and grabbed Yuli by the zip tie around his wrists and opened her door. She shoved him outside first, then stepped out behind him. The tall man took a few steps toward her.

“Give us our brother or we fucking kill you,” he said.

“Tell him who we are,” she said to Yuli.

“Is DEA,” Yuli said.

“We just needed to ask your brother a few questions, which we did, and now we’re gonna drop him back off unless you do something incredibly fucking stupid,” Lila said.

The two men looked Lila over. The headlights hid her mostly in silhouette. The tall man said something in Russian to the squat man. Then the tall man turned to Yuli and said something in Russian.

“What’d he say,” Lila asked.

“He ask why truck is piece of shit if you are DEA,” he said.

“We’re not trying to stand out. If I come out here in a black SUV everyone knows we’re feds.”

The two men began speaking in Russian to each other again, but quieter.

“What are they saying now?” she asked Yuli.

“I don’t know. They whisper,” he said.

The men continued their conversation in hushed tones, then turned back to Lila.

“Give us our brother and we leave.”

“If I give you your brother, you’re gonna shoot me,” Lila said.

“No. No. We drive off.”

Lila looked toward Dix sitting in the driver’s seat. He shook his head no.

“How about this,” Lila said. “You put your guns on the ground, walk away in opposite directions, and count to one hundred. Then come back and your brother will be here, and we’ll be gone and we can forget about the whole thing.”

“Bad deal for us,” the tall man said.

“I tell my partner in that truck to make one phone call, and you’ll have twenty DEA agents out here, and their offer to you is gonna be ‘eat a bag of shit.’”

“I think you are lying.”

“Yes. You are liar,” the squat man said.

“Ask your brother if he thinks I’m lying,” Lila said, motioning to Yuli, whom she still held in front of her.

“He is stupid,” the tall man said.

“Yes, he is idiot,” the squat man added.

Lila’s heart pumped a little faster. Her back tightened.

“Get back on your fucking power wheels and drive away and I’ll make sure your stupid idiot brother is back home in an hour,” Lila said.

The men took a few steps toward Lila. They moved slowly, with their rifles trained on her.

“Stay the fuck back,” Lila said. She pulled Yuli tighter to her. Her breath quickened.

They kept coming. They were twenty feet away and now she could clearly see their faces. The tall one was missing most of his left ear. The squat one smiled at her with perverse excitement. The crunching sound of their boots on the dirt grew more pronounced with each step toward her. The Bronco’s engine revved. She turned to see its wheels spit dirt into the air around her. It burst past her like its namesake. The two Russians darted to the side, dodging the Bronco entirely as it barreled past them. In just a few seconds it was already sixty yards away, racing through the desert. Lila watched as it disappeared into the darkness. The only sign of its existence was the sound of the engine quickly fading into the night. Lila turned back to the two Russians in front of her. The squat man chuckled.

“Uh-oh. Very bad for you,” he said.

Lila put her forearm tightly around Yuli’s neck and held him like a shield.

“I will fucking kill him!” she screamed. She felt her voice catch. She was scared and now she knew that they knew it. They moved toward her quicker now. Her breath became ragged. She tried to think rationally but that part of her brain had shut down and all that was left was fear. She felt bile start to make its way up her throat. She swallowed hard and forced it back down.

“I’m not fucking joking! I will fucking kill him!”

“So, kill him,” the tall man said.

“Do not take another fucking step towards—”

Lila heard the sound of something cutting through the air, followed by a thud. The tall man’s legs gave out and he fell to the ground like a marionette that had its strings cut. The squat man shouted something in Russian. His head whipped from side to side and from the darkness behind him Dix materialized. He was holding a baseball bat. The squat man spun around quickly, but before he could line up a shot, Dix swung the bat and connected solidly with the man’s groin. The squat man doubled over, then tipped forward. His knees hit the ground first, then his forehead. He fell to the side and lay in the fetal position. Lila could hear him trying desperately to take in a breath. He reached weakly for his gun, which lay a few feet from him. Dix picked the machine gun up and slung it around his back, then he made his way toward the tall man a few yards away, who was moaning on the ground. Dix picked up his gun as well.

“You fucking shoot my brother?!” Yuli screamed.

“No, threw a baseball at this one’s head,” Dix said. “Honestly, I was aiming for his chest, so it was more of a happy accident.” He bent down, took out a small roll of duct tape from the back of his pants, and duct-taped the tall man’s wrists together behind his back.

“How the fuck did the car drive away?” Lila said, in disbelief.

“Put a Gatorade on the gas pedal, put it in drive, and let her giddy. She’s probably only a quarter mile down the way, I’d bet.” Dix taped the second man’s hands together.

“Alrighty, here’s the deal,” Dix said to Yuli. “The one I dosed in the head, he’ll be fine. I was probably pumping low seventies, so it’ll leave a knot, but in fifteen he’ll be on his feet. This one right here, well, unfortunately for him, I can still swing it pretty good, so his nuts are probably cooked for a bit.” He pointed with his bat to the squat man in the fetal position, who was in the process of throwing up. Dix took a box cutter out of his pocket and walked up to the first of the two ATVs. He yanked a few wires out and then sliced them in half, then made his way toward the second ATV.

“But either way, you all got legs. Town’s four or five miles that way. If you don’t come looking for us, we won’t go to the authorities, and we call it a wash,” he said, as he cut through the wires of the second ATV.

Lila could feel the adrenaline still coursing through her chest and into her hands as she looked at the two men, hands and feet bound, writhing on the ground in agony. Between them stood Dix, two machine guns strapped to his back, lit up by the ATV headlights like an actor giving a monologue on Broadway. He caught her eyes and smiled, then gave a thumbs-up.

“What the fuck just happened,” Lila said.







CHAPTER 10

LILA WATCHED BEHIND them in her side-view mirror as Dix drove down the empty dark road. She wondered if at any moment she’d see headlights come upon them, but the only light was the moon glancing off the almond trees.

“I’d just like to point out that I said never mess with Russians,” Dix said.

“Why do you have baseball equipment in your truck?” Lila asked.

“Sometimes I help out the high school team. Hit grounders and whatnot.”

Lila stopped watching the mirror and looked ahead at the highway. Dix rolled down his window and tossed one machine gun out, followed by the other. They fell into the brush and disappeared.

“Thanks for… I thought for sure you’d taken off,” Lila said.

“Well, that was part of the plan. I assumed you’d think the least of me and have a look on your face that said as much. Then the Russkies would buy that, and I’d have the element of true surprise,” Dix said.

“I do think it’s kind of fucking bananas your plan hinged on your being able to hit someone with a baseball.”

“Heck, that was the most foolproof part of it. I’ve made that throw ten thousand times. What’d you think of my swing?”

“Looked a little long. Hands were slow through the zone.”

“Well, that’s where you’d be wrong. Many a pitcher has thought he could gas me up inside, and that was quite often a big mistake.”

“I don’t know, I think if that guy’s dick had been inside, you would have softly grounded it out to the right side of the infield,” Lila said. Dix let out his giant laugh that seemed to come from deep in his gut. Lila had always craved those genuine moments with Dix where he wasn’t pretending and just existed in the moment, with no agenda. But those moments rarely presented themselves. Even when they did, she could never be sure they were real, except for when he laughed. That was his one tell.

“So, Michael Dominguez,” Lila said.

“That’s our man, huh?”

“That’s the name it said on his list.”

“Hmm. I know a Miguel Delafuente,” Dix said.

“Well, considering that’s a completely different first and last name, I’m going to say it’s not a match.” Lila took out her phone and started searching. “So, let’s think about this timeline. Someone transfers two hundred fifty K in her account. She holds it for three weeks. Doesn’t spend a penny. Then she takes out thirty-three hundred fifty dollars. Then six days later she somehow finds Yuli and asks him to launder the remaining two hundred forty-seven K and sends it to Michael Dominguez.” Lila scratched her neck along her collarbone. She felt the dirt pile up under her nails. “There’s a couple things about that that don’t make sense,” she said.

“I’d say there’s more than a couple, but let’s hear the ones bunching up your panties.”

“I hate it when you say that.”

“It’s an idiom.”

“I’m your daughter, I don’t want you referencing my panties or anybody else’s panties to me, it’s fucking gross.”

“I disagree with your premise, but in the spirit of teamwork, I rescind my panty reference. Now tell me what’s not adding up to you.”

Lila continued searching on her phone, checking out possible Michael Dominguezes. “Okay, so, if someone gives you two hundred fifty grand to launder, wouldn’t they want you to do that right away? Why would they want you to hold it for a month?”

“Maybe so it wouldn’t look suspicious.”

“I would say that getting two hundred fifty grand deposited in your account when you work at a cleaning service looks suspicious.”

“Fair. Maybe the people who gave it to her couldn’t send it to this Michael Dominguez yet, but they needed it out of their account, and so she was holding it.”

Lila pondered this. “Okay. But even if that were true, why would she wait three weeks before she takes out her cut, the thirty-three hundred and fifty dollars?”

Dix pulled open his tin of chewing tobacco and steered the car with his knee as he put a pinch into his bottom lip.

“That, I do not know. But if you got somebody sliding threatening notes under your door, it means we’re getting closer.”

“It also means someone is watching us,” Lila said.

“That it does.”

“I think this might be our guy,” Lila said, looking at an Instagram account of a man in his thirties wearing a Kobe Bryant jersey over a T-shirt. “Only Michael Dominguez I could find in Los Armarios. Looks like maybe he works for an almond farm,” she said. She scrolled past a picture of Michael with his arm around another man in front of a stake bed truck filled with almonds. “Give me a bit and I can find out his address and then maybe we pay him a visit.”

“I think maybe we don’t want to roll the dice on another unannounced visit. He may be more prepared than our Russian friends.”

“Well, then what do you—” Lila stared at the alert that just popped onto her phone.

“What?” Dix asked.

“I just got a text from Mom.”

“What? What does it say?”

Lila stared at it for a moment, as if maybe reading it again would change what it said.

“It says ‘Why do you want me to die.’”







CHAPTER 11

THINGS UNRAVELED COMPLETELY in the first week of Lila’s third-grade year. Her dad had been sent to prison two weeks before the beginning of the school year. In those two weeks, her mom seemed to be summoning every ounce of her strength to become the type of parent she’d never been. For the first time in Lila’s life, Mattie was up before she was in the morning. Mattie bought groceries, cooked breakfast, and washed clothes. At the end of the night she read to Lila and then put her to bed. It was so foreign to Lila and took so much visible effort from her mom that at times it felt more unsettling than comforting. There were many times that Mattie got flustered and Lila braced herself for a spiral that she’d seen many times before, but it didn’t come. The night before the first day of school, Mattie sat in Lila’s bed, brushing her hair. “If anyone says anything mean to you about your daddy, you look them in the eyes and you say, ‘I have only love to give the world,’” Mattie said.

“Okay,” Lila replied.

“Do you know what that means?” Mattie asked.

“Not really.”

Mattie put the brush down. “Well, think of it like this: If you have a cup that’s full, there’s no room for anything else in it, right?”

“Yeah.”

“So that’s like people. If we are filled with love, then there’s no room for us to hold someone’s hate.” Mattie picked the brush back up, but her hand fell to her side. She sat back against the headboard. Her eyes seemed to be watching a scene that only she could see. After a few moments she said, “I don’t know. Maybe that’s not true.”

The first day of school Lila prepared herself for all the mean things her classmates were going to say to her, but the cruelty never came. She sat at her desk, chewing the nail on her pinkie finger for most of the morning. No one spoke to her. At recess it was the same. If they did make eye contact with her, they quickly looked away. It didn’t feel like cruelty, but instead pity, as if they weren’t sure how to interact with her even on the smallest scale. She began to feel like she wasn’t a living, breathing person, but a ghost that walked among the living. When she came home Mattie was curled up on the couch, staring blankly at the television.

“How was school?” Mattie asked.

“It was okay,” Lila said.

“Good,” Mattie said.

Mattie didn’t speak the rest of the night. The next morning Lila woke up and Mattie was gone. She checked the lighthouse by her mom’s bed and inside there was five dollars and a note that said, “I love you for ever and ever. I’ll see you soon.” Lila got herself ready for school.

She sat by herself on the bus and held her mom’s note in her hand. She read it once on the bus, then again a few more times that morning at school. At recess she sat by herself under a shade tree on the blacktop. She was taking out the note once more when a little girl named Chelsea approached her. Lila quickly tucked the note into the pocket of her dress. Chelsea stood in front of her, shifting her weight from foot to foot. After a few moments she said, “I’m sorry.” Lila wasn’t sure what to do. It was the first time in two days someone in her class had directly addressed her.

“What are you sorry for?” Lila asked genuinely.

Chelsea pondered the question for a moment.

“I don’t know. My mama said I should tell you I’m sorry.”

“Okay,” Lila said.

Chelsea stood a moment longer, then turned and ran toward the playground.

That night Lila came home and Mattie was back on the couch, as if she’d never left. There was no mention of her having disappeared or where she’d been. This time Mattie didn’t ask how school had been. She didn’t say anything at all. Lila went to her room and stayed there until she fell asleep.

On the third day of school, Lila decided to play handball with the other kids during recess. She waited in line and watched the matches and finally it was her turn. A boy named Silvan had been king of the court. He employed a strategy of giant slams followed by gentle taps right next to the wall, forcing his opponent to sprint back and forth until they exhausted themselves. His approach to playing Lila was no different. Although Lila didn’t inherit all of her dad’s natural athleticism, she had his competitive spirit. Her legs burned as she ran down slam after slam. Finally, Silvan tried to end it with a slam so ferocious that it sent the ball screaming through the air over Lila’s head with a velocity previously thought impossible from a third grader. Lila turned and churned her legs as fast as she possibly could toward the big red bouncy ball as it hit the ground for the first time. Her thighs were on fire as she kept toward it, trying desperately to get behind it to give herself a chance to return the hit. But it was too late. The ball fell to the ground for a second time in front of her. As her lungs gasped for air, she sat down on the ground and started sobbing. The other kids around her stood at a distance and watched, unsure of what to do. Finally, a teacher out in the yard saw her. She walked Lila back to her classroom as tears and snot and everything loose inside her body tried to get out. When she finally stopped crying the teacher asked, “Are you Lila Dixon?”

Lila nodded.

“I’m gonna call your mama and have her come pick you up, okay?”

Lila sat in the nurse’s office for two hours until her mom arrived.

The next morning Lila came out of her bedroom and Mattie was already up, sitting at the small dining table adjacent to the kitchen. Her face was puffy and red, like she’d been crying for a while.

“Come sit here,” Mattie said, motioning to the chair next to her.

“I’m not dressed. I have to get ready for school,” Lila said.

“It’s okay. You’re not going today.”

“Why not?”

Mattie took a sip of coffee. Her hands shook slightly as she brought the steaming mug back down to the table.

“You’re gonna go to a different school. It’s gonna be better.”

“Are we moving?” Lila asked.

“Yeah,” her mom said. There was a defeated tenor to her voice.

“Where are we going?”

Mattie paused. Lila looked at the lines on her mom’s face. They seemed so much more pronounced. Like she’d gone to bed age twenty-five and awoken many years older. Mattie opened her mouth to speak, and for a moment, nothing came out. “You’re going to go with a friend of mine. She’s really nice. She’s just a little ways away.”

“Are you coming with me?” Lila said, her voice trembling.

Mattie put her hand over her mouth and started crying.

“Mama, are you coming with me?”

Mattie shook her head as tears began streaming down her face.

“Where are you going?” Lila screamed. Her breaths were shallow and quick.

Mattie said nothing.

“Where are you going? Why aren’t you coming?”

“I can’t come, baby.”

“Yes you can!” Lila shrieked. “Yes you can!”

Mattie shook her head.

“Yes, you can, Mama!”

“I can’t! I can’t do it! I’m not—it’ll kill me!” Mattie screamed.
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“How long ago did you say you got this?” Sergeant Shelby said, inspecting Lila’s phone. He sat behind the reception desk, a half-eaten burrito next to him. It was almost 10 p.m. and Lila and Dix stood impatiently. She really wanted a shower. Her skin had a sheen of dust and sweat.

“Half hour ago,” Lila said. “I texted back, she didn’t respond. Called, went straight to voicemail. Call the cell company, get them to track the call and get a location.”

“It’s 10 p.m.,” Shelby replied.

“So what?” Lila said.

“Well, it’s not as easy as that. It’s a whole deal with paperwork and the like, and they’re not gonna get back to us until morning anyway.”

“Then make them. You’re the cops,” Lila said.

“Excuse me?” Shelby said, sitting up in his chair.

“Look,” Dix said. “I get almost being off the clock and we don’t want to saddle you with paperwork, but—”

“No, fuck that,” Lila interrupted. “I’m not trying to find a fucking scooter, this is a missing persons case. A human being is missing and there was a text from her phone, which is a device that can be tracked. That seems like a pretty big fucking lead, so I don’t give a shit what you have to do, go do your job.”

Shelby stared at her in shock, like the moment between being slapped in the face and feeling the sting of it. Dix stepped in front of Lila. “I’ll owe you one big time, Jeff.”

Shelby took a big breath in through his nose that made a whistling noise. “I do not like being spoken to that way, Dix. I do not like it,” Shelby said.

“Who would?”

“If she was a man, I can tell you right now she wouldn’t have finished that sentence.”

“Nice little casual police brutality threat tossed in there with the misogyny,” Lila said.

“Lila,” Dix said. “Look, we’re worried, Jeff. Something ain’t right here and we’re worried and we’re running out of time and heroes.”

Shelby looked away like a child whose feelings had been hurt. “I’ll make a call and see what I can do. When I hear back I’ll call you.”

“Fantastic,” Lila said.

“I’m doing this for him. Not for you,” Shelby said.

“Works for me,” Lila replied.
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Lila felt the Bronco’s engine rumble, making her seat vibrate. “You know, you can catch more bees with honey,” Dix said.

“I’ll keep that in mind if I ever decide to catch a bee,” Lila said, looking at her phone.

“I’m just saying, life’s hard and everybody’s just doing their best.”

“I would say you and I have a different idea of what someone’s best is,” Lila replied. She saw a slight grimace on Dix’s face and felt satisfied that her comment had cut him. Dix put the car in reverse and backed out of their parking spot.

“So where to?” Dix asked.

“Michael Dominguez. Found an address.”

“If he’s there, good chance he knows we’re coming. And if those Russians found their way back quicker than I thought, they might be there waiting for us. I think it’s a bad move.”

“Then what do you think the move is?”

“Well, I do agree Mr. Dominguez is the next stop on this train, but we just need someone to make contact. Doesn’t have to be us.”

“Please do not suggest any of those dumbass cops,” Lila said.

“No, you burned that bridge and took a whizz on its ashes,” Dix said. “So far, we’re just being watched. My hope is that’s all it is. But if whoever’s watching us sees the cops show up at the Dominguez house, it might spook ’em. That’s gonna be real bad for your mom. We gotta get someone to get to Dominguez and put him in touch with us. An intermediary.”

“Okay. Then who?” Lila asked.
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“No. No, homie. This is—bro, this is—everything you’re saying to me right now is bad and I don’t like it,” Barbo said. He stood in front of Lila and Dix in the walk-in pantry of the Big House Bar and Grill. The muffled sound of music and a busy kitchen staff punctuated their conversation.

“You just go up to his front door, see if he’s there,” Dix said. “If he’s not, you leave. That’s it.” A line cook, his face caked with grease and sweat, walked between them, retrieved a plastic tub, and walked out.

“I’m about to go on stage,” Barbo said.

“There’s like eight people in there,” Lila said.

“It’s called building a fuckin’ fan base. It takes work. ‘Started from the bottom now we’re here’ type shit.”

“You cover Korn songs,” Lila said. “You’ve reached the ceiling of your fan base and it’s the eight fucking people out there. I guarantee you we’re offering you twice what you’d make tonight,” Lila said.

“Wrong! I’m not making anything tonight,” he said, as if he’d just played an ace up his sleeve.

Lila rubbed her eyes with the palms of her hands. “Can you step in here? I’m not sure I can navigate this,” she said to Dix.

“Look, this’ll take all of fifteen minutes, you make some cash, and then you’ll be back here belting out all the hits,” Dix said.

Barbo considered the offer.

“What if he’s there? What do I say?”

Dix found a plastic to-go bag on the pantry shelf next to him, shook it open. He grabbed a bag of potato chips next to them and put it in the bag.

“You say you’re Postmates and you’re delivering him food. He’ll say he didn’t order, or, if he likes a free meal, he’ll say he did. Either way you turn around, hand him the bag, and walk back to the car.”

The line cook came back in for another white plastic tub and carried it out, completely unconcerned with the three people standing in his pantry. Barbo considered the offer.

“I want twenty more bucks,” he said.

“We haven’t said what we were going to pay you,” Lila said.

“Well… whatever you were gonna pay me, add twenty more bucks to it or no deal,” Barbo said.

“Wow,” she said.

“Take or leave it,” Barbo said confidently.

“You drive a hard bargain, son, but it’s a deal,” Dix said.

[image: ]
Lila sat crouched down in the backseat of Barbo’s Subaru as he pulled up in front of a small run-down house that sat on a barren dirt lot. She looked over at Dix, who was crouched down in the seat next to her, picking at an ingrown hair on the back of his neck. The car came to a stop and Lila lifted her head just enough to take a peek outside. It was almost eleven, and the street was pitch black and dead quiet, save for the sound of a dog somewhere on the block that barked incessantly.

“This shit looks shady as hell,” Barbo said, taking in his surroundings from the driver’s seat.

“It looks the same as your street,” Lila said.

“Yeah, my street is shady as hell. There’s no lights on in the house. He’s not there.”

“Then this is gonna be the quickest money you’ve ever made,” Dix said.

Barbo muttered something to himself, then heaved a heavy sigh before he got out of the car, to-go bag in hand. Lila peeked out from the backseat and watched him head up the dirt walkway that led to a porch. When he reached the front door, the overhang swallowed him in shadow. She could only really make out his shape and the white to-go bag in the waning moonlight.

“Gut tells me he isn’t here,” Dix said. “You give me two hundred fifty Gs, and nobody’ll ever see me again. I’m on an island somewhere,” he added.

Lila snorted. “You got three hundred Gs, and you stayed right here, although I didn’t ever see you again, so that part’s right.”

“Ya know, the phone works two ways, my dear.”

“Well, for a while you were in prison, where the phone actually does only work one way.”

“Boy, you are just loaded for battle, aren’t you?”

Lila noticed something different on the porch. “He’s gone, I can’t see him.”

Her eyes continued to adjust to the shadows and now she could see for certain. Barbo was gone, as if he’d been ingested by the darkness.

“He was just there. Did someone answer the door?” Lila said.

“I doubt he woulda gone inside if they had.”

“He didn’t just disappear.”

Lila pushed her face up against the window, cupping her hands around her eyes to shield the glare. The eave above the porch left the area below it too dark for her to make anything out. Even if the front door had opened she wasn’t sure she’d have been able to tell.

“What do we do?” she asked.

“Let’s give it a minute. See what shakes out.”

“What if someone’s going to shoot him or something?”

“That’s what the minute is for.”

Lila heard the driver’s-side door yank open. She whipped her head around just as she saw Barbo dive into the car like he was avoiding an explosion. He knocked into an open Mountain Dew can that sprayed stale yellow liquid around the interior. Lila rolled down to the floor of the backseat, crammed alongside Dix’s legs and feet, and braced herself for whatever might come next. “What the fuck happened?!”

She could hear Barbo trying to catch his breath.

“Barbo, what’s going on, bud? Talk to us,” Dix said.

“Bro. There’s some seriously messed-up shit going on in there.”







CHAPTER 12

BARBO’S HEAD ROSE from the passenger seat and into Lila’s view. He wiped his face and situated himself back into the driver’s seat. “We need to get the fuck out of here,” Barbo said. He put the keys into the ignition.

“What did you see? What happened?” Lila asked.

“I knocked on the door, nobody answered. I was like, ‘Cool, nobody’s home.’ Then I heard some humming or something. But then it stopped. I looked in through the little windows at the top of the door and I see somebody sitting on the floor, or just like, their legs, and they look hella fucked up. And then I hear that humming again all of a sudden and it’s like right next to the door, and I’m like ‘oh shit’ and I just book it over that railing and hide and then I hear the door open like just a little bit, and then it closes again and I’m like ‘fuck this,’ and I came running back here. Can we go now?”

“What did the person on the floor look like?”

“Fucked up!”

“I think we’re looking for a few more adjectives here,” Dix said.

“I don’t know, I could only see their legs but, like, fuckin’, just all beat up and shit. They weren’t moving.”

“Was it a man or a woman?”

“I couldn’t tell. Oh fuck, wait,” Barbo said. He snapped his fingers.

“What?” Lila said.

“They were humming Linkin Park. You know that song ‘In the End’?” Barbo said. He halfheartedly sang: “I tried so hard and got so far, but in the end it doesn’t even maaaatter. It’s poser shit.”

“We have to see who’s in there.”

“This might be above our pay grade, Bean.”

“I need to see if that body on the ground is my mom,” she said. Her voice caught. She swallowed and quickly composed herself. “We can call the cops, but if that’s her I’m not sitting here and waiting for them while she’s…” Lila opened the door. “You can come or not, but I’m going.”

“Gall darnit,” Dix said. He opened his door, then turned to Barbo. “Just wait here for two minutes. You hear us yell anything, call the cops.”

“Got it,” Barbo said. “Is it cool if I take off before they get here? I got some dope in my car I don’t want them to find. And also in my pockets. And inside my body.”

Lila ignored the question and slipped out of the car. She stayed low as she treaded across the empty dirt lawn with Dix right behind her. She stepped over a pile of old garden hoses as she reached a rotted wooden gate that led to the side of the house. She pushed it open and moved closely against the side of the house until she reached a windowsill.

She could hear someone humming.

She felt the blood pumping through the veins in her neck and crawled underneath the window frame. She held her breath and slowly stood until just her eyes were high enough that she could see inside. The house was dark. She could make out a wooden table and chairs in front of her. The only light she could see was coming from a room just behind the table. A doorway framed a single dirty yellow work lamp that sat on a tiled floor.

The humming started again. It was closer. Then she saw the source: A shaggy-haired man in overalls and protective goggles held a pair of pliers in his gloved hands. He had AirPods in and gently swayed his head as he continued to hum. He moved toward the work lamp and it illuminated his hands. Lila could see he had long, pointed fingernails. He moved into the doorway, his figure backlit. He knelt to the ground, and as Lila tracked his movement, she saw in the lower left frame of the doorway a foot. Lila leaned in closer. She focused in on the foot. It was bare and sat open and lifeless.

“What do you see?” Dix whispered.

Lila ducked beneath the window frame and turned away.

“What?” Dix asked.

Lila tried to speak but felt her throat constrict. Dix crawled next to her under the window. Lila turned back around and rose up to take another look. Dix followed suit next to her. She could see the man wiping sweat off his brow. She still couldn’t get a clean look at his face but now she could see a tattoo crawling up the back of his neck. The man turned his head and looked at what Lila could only assume was the owner of the foot. “I gotta take a piss and then we’re gonna finish this,” the man said.

His voice was raspy, and oddly pitched, like it belonged to an animated snake from a children’s movie. He set his pliers down and walked out of the doorway. “Window’s open. I’m going in there,” Lila whispered.

“I’ll go around the front and make hell at the door till he comes to open it. Then you come up behind him,” Dix whispered back.

Lila nodded and Dix scurried off. She started edging the cheap vinyl window open and after a few moments was able to slip a couple fingers under the casing. She grabbed hold of the pane and slid it up toward the head. She put both hands on the sill, leaned into the opening, and was hit by a sharp, medicinal smell that burned her nostrils. There was something clinical happening inside that kitchen. From her new vantage point halfway inside the house, the layout became clearer. This window bordered the dining area, and to the left was an open doorway that led to a small living room and entryway. It was still too dark to see any details, but she looked up to see a small chandelier hanging above the dining table. There was a knock at the front door. Dix was shouting something, but she couldn’t make it out. The knocking continued. She heard footsteps coming from another room. If she was going to make a move, she knew it had to be now. With her palms on the windowsill, she pushed herself up until her arms straightened, then leaned onto her belly and tipped forward into the house. With her legs sticking out of the window and her palms on the floor of the dining room, she heard the footsteps get louder, then stop. She turned her head and saw the man standing in the next room. He swayed side to side and stared at the front door. He was twenty feet from her. She tried to slide down onto the floor of the dining room as quietly as possible, but she heard the sound of fabric tearing, and froze. Her shirt was caught on something. She looked back up at the man. If he turned around, he’d spot her stuck halfway in the window frame, helpless. The man remained still, arms crossed, staring at the front door. After a few moments his arms dropped to his sides and Lila could see a butcher’s knife in his left hand. The knocking continued.

“Who is it?” the man said.

Suspended headfirst through the window, Lila balanced herself on the floor with one hand and reached back with the other to address the snag. The head of a nail had dug itself into the cloth near her belly button. The knocking at the front door intensified.

“What do you want?” the man shouted warily toward the closed door.

Lila felt the bunched material around the nail and began working to free it from its tangle as she heard Dix’s muffled response.

“No, I don’t got that,” the man said. Lila could hear the agitation in his voice.

The knocking continued. Her fingers worked quickly to free herself from the nail. The torn fabric of her shirt had somehow wrapped around the head of the nail and her body weight was pulling down on it, making it impossible for Lila to get any slack to set herself free. She could hear Dix shouting something from behind the front door as his knocking continued. The man began pacing as he held the knife out in front of him.

“I don’t care!” the man yelled. “Get the fuck out of here.”

The knocking grew louder. Lila could see the front door vibrate. She worked at the nail and then suddenly her weight became too much for the small piece of metal. She pitched forward as her shirt tore down the middle. At the last moment, before her face planted into the dining room floor, she threw both hands in front of her and stopped her fall. She looked up immediately to see if the man had seen, but he remained focused on the door, mumbling and pacing. Dix’s pounding on the door was so loud, Lila could feel it.

“Go home, brother. I swear to God, go home,” the man said.

She sat up on her knees and looked back at the window frame where a long strip down the center of her shirt was still stuck on the nail. She quickly tore it free, then got into a crouch behind the dining room table. She searched the floor for anything that might approach a weapon, but it was barren. On her hands and knees she crawled into the living room into an open space and she was close enough she could make out the man’s quiet muttering, as he whispered to himself, “I don’t wanna slit your fucking throat. Go home, man. Go home.”

She crawled across the living room floor behind a couch that sat between her and him. She could hear Dix right outside the door.

“Buddy, I’m bleeding like a stuck pig out here and I’m feeling kind of woozy,” Dix shouted. “I think I’m gonna pass out on your porch so I’m just gonna call 911, cool?”

“No! Do not fucking do that!” the man shouted.

Lila heard him move for the door. No time to decide, she took a pen from the coffee table in front of her and then bounded over the couch. The man had his hand on the front door. He turned toward Lila, and tried to swing his knife at her, but she lunged forward and jammed the pen into the side of his neck. The pen broke, with one half falling to the ground, and the tip lodged in his skin. “Ah fuck!” he screamed.

He dropped the butcher’s knife and took both hands to his wound and pulled the pen out of his neck. Lila darted to the ground and grabbed the butcher’s knife as she twisted the man’s arm sharply behind his back, holding the knife to his throat. Dix pounded at the door. “Lila! Lila, what’s going on?”

“Open the fucking door,” Lila said to the man.

Blood streaming from the wound on his neck, the man finally reached for the door handle and opened the front door to reveal Dix.

“What took you so long?” Dix asked.

“Got my shirt caught on a nail in the window frame,” Lila replied, looking down at her T-shirt, which now had a huge tear down the middle of it, exposing her stomach.

“Are you gonna kill me?” the man asked.

“Well, let’s take a look around and find out,” Dix replied, then stepped inside and closed the door.

Dix flipped on a lamp. With a little light, Lila could now get a better sense of the space. She was surprised that the house seemed well maintained and homey. It felt more inviting to her than almost anywhere she’d ever lived. The couch had a soft blanket draped over the back of it and on a shelf above the television were framed photos of an older gray-haired woman posing with the same collection of three or four little children. This was the home of a grandmother.

Lila held the butcher’s knife to the man’s neck and nudged him forward with her fist in his back. They moved toward the kitchen where two legs jutted out into the doorway.

“I know what this looks like, but before you do whatever or—I’m not who you think I am,” the man sputtered.

Lila ignored him. As she approached the kitchen, it became clear that whoever was in that kitchen was not alive. This was an ignoble ending for any human being, but if this was her mother’s corpse lying on that dirty linoleum floor, Lila wasn’t sure she could handle it. Her forehead suddenly grew cold. Her stomach turned and its contents started to work their way up to her mouth. The sour smell of necrotic tissue intensified as they passed through the threshold and into the kitchen. She knew she was standing above the body, but she couldn’t bring herself to look down at it. Dix walked in behind her.

“I don’t think your friend here is feeling too well,” Dix said.

Lila looked down. The slightly bloated corpse of a man in his late twenties sat propped up against wooden cabinets. His head was tilted backwards, and his mouth was open to the sky. He was missing the entire bottom row of teeth, which were arranged neatly on the ground in a small pile next to him. The stained work lamp a few feet away cast the room in a coat of mustard yellow. On the kitchen counter above the man’s head was an iPad, paused on an episode of Family Guy.

“I know what this looks like, but I didn’t kill this dude.” The man’s voice rose an octave.

“I think it’d be less weird if you had,” Dix said.

“What the fuck is happening here? Are you pulling out his teeth?” Lila said.

“I mean, yes, but not—”

“I met a guy like this in the joint,” Dix said. “He’d dig up dead bodies and pull out their teeth so he could pop his wiener in their mouth.”

“Ugh, Jesus Christ, you sick fuck.”

“What?! No! That’s not—that’s not what’s happening!”

“How about you fill us in, then,” Dix replied.

“Can she take the knife off my neck?”

“No,” Lila said.

“Sorry, bud. Don’t think we’re that far up the trust tree,” Dix replied.

“I work at the morgue. Also, sometimes—not very often—people hire me when they need a dead body.”

“Bullshit. You can’t just take a dead body out of a morgue.”

“This isn’t the morgue in fuckin’ New York City, man. It’s Los Armarios; it’s me and two meth heads. It’s not that hard as long as you don’t, like, get greedy.”

“What do they need the bodies for?” Lila said.

“I don’t ask. I just take them where they need to go.”

“But this time you wanted to put your pecker in its mouth before you made the drop,” Dix said.

“No! This time a guy was like, ‘I’m trying to fake my own death, I’ll pay you five times as much if you help me out.’ So, I was just like, ‘Fuck it, I’ll take him to your house and pull his teeth out so they can’t ID him, and then burn the shit down.’” He pointed to two gas cans on the small table in the corner of the kitchen.

Lila took a moment to digest the story. She was processing several emotions. There was relief that the body did not belong to her mother, but it was still a rotting corpse mere inches from her. Dix reached into his pocket to grab a tin of chewing tobacco and in doing so accidentally nudged the body with the toe of his boots. Its head lolled to the side, causing its empty gaze to meet Lila’s. She quickly looked away in disgust.

“Gives me the heebie-jeebies, ” Dix said. He turned to Lila. “What do you think of his story? You buy it?”

“This isn’t really my world, so what do you think?”

“This isn’t exactly one of my hobbies either,” Dix said. He slapped the can of chewing tobacco twice against his thigh, then opened it and put a chew in his bottom lip. “I’m sure he’s polishing up some turds around the edges, but I think it’s probably mostly true.”

“Thank you,” the man said.

“What’s your name, bud?” Dix asked.

“Clamato.”

“Clamato? Like the drink with tomato and clam juice?” Lila said.

“Yes. My dad liked drinking Clamatos.”

“Do you… usually go by a nickname or something?” Dix asked.

“No. What would I shorten it to? Clam? That sucks worse.”

“I had a friend named Pete we just called Bubba,” Dix said.

“Who hired you?” Lila asked.

“I’m not at liberty to say,” Clamato replied.

“I think you are.” Lila pressed the edge of the blade just a touch harder into his neck.

“Guy named Michael Dominguez,” he said.

“Did he tell you why he wanted you to do this?”

“Don’t you know why? Isn’t that why you’re here? To kill him?” Clamato said.

“Let’s pretend we’re babes, fresh to the world,” Dix said. “Tell us everything you know.”

Clamato swallowed, and winced as the blade nicked his Adam’s apple.

“I met him when we were playing cards a couple years back. I had a regular game, and he played in it until a couple months ago when his mom died. She had a heart attack at work. He said she was a cool lady. He took her to Comic-Con one year. I guess she was into Marvel movies or something. They did like a road trip.”

“What the fuck does this have to do with him faking his death?”

“You said tell you everything I know.”

“Okay, well, self-edit a little here.”

“She doesn’t love a story, but I was with you,” Dix said.

“He said a lady showed up at his house three weeks ago. She told him someone gave her a shit ton of money, but then she was like, ‘I don’t deserve the money. You do.’ He was like, ‘ What the fuck, why do I deserve the money?’ And she said she couldn’t tell him why, for his own safety. He figured it was a scam or something, but he’s broke as a joke and ’cause his mom was dead, he couldn’t make rent for the house—”

“See, the mom stuff was important,” Dix said.

“So, he was like ‘fuck it’ and gave her his routing number. Fully just thought she was a crazy and he’d never see a dime. And then before she left, she was like, ‘Once you get this money, leave the country. They’ll come for you.’ And he was like, ‘Okay, she is for real real fuckin’ crazy,’ and he was just like, ‘This’ll be a good story to tell my friends.’ But then a couple days later, the money was in his account. And then he started getting paranoid, thought he saw people watching him around town and shit. He got freaked. He told me the story and asked me if he was being crazy. And I was on hella ketamine and I’m already a paranoid dude and I think I ended up freaking him out even more. So he drove to Mexico after he paid me a grip of money to make it seem like he was dead so no one would come after him.”

Lila chewed on the trove of information she’d just been given. Her mom rarely made sense to her. Lila had been driven nuts on more than one occasion trying to parse the logic in her mom’s decisions. Even when Mattie tried to explain her thinking, it rarely made sense. Her mom’s brain was a sea of circular thinking and nebulous notions. There was never any semblance of a decision tree. She once didn’t pay her utilities for three months because the bill came in an orange envelope she found so lovely she didn’t want to ruin it by opening it. There were never any actual clues that led to a conclusion that made any sort of sense. That’s what bothered Lila so much about this story. There was a logic to it. As outlandish as this situation was, the story traveled from A to B to C.

“Did he give you a way to contact him? Phone? WhatsApp?” Lila asked.

“Signal?” Dix asked. “That’s encrypted messaging. Cops can’t use it in the court of law.”

“Wow, really?” Clamato said.

“No, he’s wrong. Look, how can we contact Michael?” Lila said.

“I only have his cell. I tried to text him yesterday. Phone’s disconnected.”

Lila took the knife away from Clamato’s neck and let go of him. He backed away quickly and rubbed his throat.

“He say anything else? About the woman, or the money, or the people following him?”

“Nah.”

Lila’s gears were turning, trying to put the pieces together. Clamato looked at her with raised eyebrows.

“So… are we good? You gonna call the cops on me?”

“I don’t think we need to ruin the vibe you got going here, Clamato,” Dix said.

Clamato smiled and gave Lila the thumbs-up. “Right on.”







CHAPTER 13

LILA CHECKED THE time as Barbo drove her and Dix back to the Big House Bar and Grill. It was almost midnight. The car pulled into the gravel parking lot and Lila looked up to see Barbo looking at her, his hand outstretched.

“Time to pay the piper,” Barbo said.

“You take Zelle?” Dix said.

“Sure as hell do,” he replied.

“Shoot, I got no bars. I’ll Zelle ya when I get some service, okay?” Dix said.

Lila shook her head in quiet disbelief and pulled out her wallet. She flipped through three twenty-dollar bills and handed Barbo two of them.

“Forty bucks?” he asked, staring at the money.

“Are you… happy about that?”

“Hell yeah,” Barbo said, smiling. “Y’all wanna stay for my show?”

“No, that sounds awful,” Lila replied.

“Respect,” Barbo said genuinely.

Lila got out of the car and Barbo walked into the bar, leaving her alone with Dix. She made her way toward Dix’s truck parked a few spots away in front of the bar’s entrance.

“I can’t figure out what the fuck is going on with Mom,” Lila said. “Nothing is making sense, and not in the normal way she doesn’t make sense. We don’t talk all that much, but something this big, she would have tried. A weird voicemail. A call where she hangs up as soon as I pick up. Some fucking thing. She’s got no one else. I feel like I would have gotten something that put up some red flags.” Lila looked away and retied the bun in her hair. “Or maybe I wouldn’t. I don’t know. But it just doesn’t track with the way she is. Someone gave her all this money, but not to clean it, or transfer it, just for her to have? And then she doesn’t think she deserves the money, so she gives it to some random guy she’s never met before?”

“Okay, well, let’s look at Occam’s razor,” Dix replied.

“Which in this case is what?” Lila rested her hands along the bed of the truck.

“Some bad dudes gave her the money to launder. But she decides to steal it. So she uses the Russians to transfer it covertly to this Dominguez fellow, who she’s fallen in love with, and then she sneaks out of her apartment one night so the cameras can’t spot her, and the two of them run off together to Mexico with the stolen money, buy a casita, and start a new life.”

“I don’t think you know what Occam’s razor means.”

“Simplest explanation is usually the right one.”

“How the fuck is that the simplest explanation?”

A woman with a nose ring and a belly shirt walked outside of the bar and lit up a cigarette, observing them impassively.

“What do you mean? Makes perfect sense to me.” Dix rounded the back of the truck to get to the driver’s side.

“That’s because your brain is a labyrinth of horrors.”

He shook his head. “You’re out of touch with the common people. You give anyone that much money, they’re buying a casita,” Dix said. “Excuse me, miss?”

The woman blew a cloud of smoke into the air. “Yeah?”

“If I give you two hundred fifty grand, you buying a casita?”

“I’d probably move to Hawaii,” the woman said.

“But once you get there, you’re probably buying a dang casita, right?”

“Sure, I guess. I think it’s just called a house there, though,” the woman replied.

“I rest my case,” Dix said.

“Can we maybe look at some alternate theories just in case?” Lila said.

“I’m just brainstorming here. I mean, there is the distinct possibility that this Dominguez kid lied to the Clamato fella.”

“It’s not the story you’d tell if you were gonna lie. You lie to make the questions stop. This just raises a ton more questions.”

“I think you guys got a parking ticket,” the woman said.

Lila looked at the front windshield where a cocktail napkin was wedged under the wiper blade. She lifted the blade and unfolded it.

“What’s it say?”

Lila held the note up and read aloud: “‘You got six more days to give me my water filter money, motherfucker. Enjoy your ride home. Rich.’”

Lila looked down at the front right tire by her feet. It was completely flat, a large gash down the middle of it.

“Damn, that sucks,” the woman said, then took a final drag of her cigarette and flicked it to the ground.

“Misunderstanding with a client,” Dix said to the woman. “Power Alley Construction stands by its work. Tell your friends.”
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It was about a mile walk to Dix’s house from the Big House Bar and Grill and about half that to Lila’s hotel, but since both were in the same general direction she agreed to walk together. The streets were quiet. The only source of light was the shimmer from a crescent moon in the sky.

“Bean, I’m gonna say something you’re not gonna like. I think this has got some bad mojo on it.”

“Oh, really? I think it seems pretty cool and fun.”

A car drove past them, its high beams illuminating the asphalt for just a moment before it turned at the corner.

“I’m just saying, I think this gets worse before it gets worse, and I don’t want to see anything happen to you, so I think you should leave town and go back home.”

“So the cops can stumblefuck their way through this? No way.”

“I won’t leave it to the cops. I’ll keep looking. Heck, I’ll FaceTime you and keep you in my pocket while I do it. But I just think whatever we find isn’t gonna be happy to see us when we find it.”

“I’m not scared. They could have come into my hotel room and killed me, but they didn’t. They threatened me with a note. They texted me from her phone. They followed Michael Dominguez but didn’t do anything. They want this to go away as quietly as possible. They don’t want it to get ugly.”

“Nobody wants things to get ugly, and yet, this is an ugly world. I can tell you from experience.”

“So can I,” Lila said.

A few blocks away a pair of headlights turned down their street. Dix found his chewing tobacco tin and gave himself another pinch.

“There’s a rule of engagement to chicanery and deviousness that is recognizable to those of us familiar. This thing, this is something else, and that’s got me a little spooked. I realize my record with you isn’t stellar, but it doesn’t mean that I don’t love you and want you safe.”

“You’re right. Your record isn’t stellar.”

Dix stopped walking and exhaled dramatically.

“You are impossible,” he said. “I’m sorry I give a rat’s ass about your well-being.”

“Apology accepted.”

The street lit up. Lila turned to see an SUV coming toward them. Its powerful white LED headlights grew large as it approached. She shielded her eyes as the vehicle pulled up next to them and came to a stop. Emblazoned on the side of the vehicle were the words “Los Armarios Sheriff’s Department.” The tinted driver’s-side window rolled down and revealed Sheriff Bonsall behind the wheel.

“Get in the back,” he said.

“Are you asking?” Lila said.

“No.”







CHAPTER 14

THE DAY DIX got out of prison, Lila was making plans to commit a crime of her own. It was an unseasonably cold June day in Stockton, California, and Lila was sitting in the basement of her foster parents’ house, researching the sentencing guidelines for minors who commit aggravated assault. She was a freshman in high school but had only been living with this family for a couple months. They were an aggressively Christian family. Lila learned very quickly that they loved God in His most punitive form but seemed to be less interested in His more empathetic teachings. But they were better than most of the foster parents she’d had—as long as she didn’t swear in front of them or miss curfew, they left her alone. They didn’t ask her to come to the table for dinner. They didn’t ask her how her day was at school. The rules were clear, and if she abided by them, she could move through the house like she was invisible. And invisibility was what Lila wanted. The only things that had ever come from attention were pity and cruelty. And after so many years of both, she wasn’t sure she knew which was worse. So instead of trying to summon the energy to try and prove she was more than just a story told by a social worker, she decided it was better to not be seen at all. But now in ninth grade, she faced a powerful impediment to invisibility: puberty.

The strong, lean, athletic body that had taken her father so far had begun to emerge. Fourth-period PE was particularly problematic. The mandatory uniform of nylon shorts and a cotton T-shirt was universally unflattering, but it also made your figure impossible to hide. For a group of horny fifteen-year-old boys, that was enough. The attention that came was largely clumsy and she was able to dismiss it. But the boys weren’t the only ones that noticed Lila. She also got the attention of the high school softball coach, Ms. Morton, a woman in her midfifties with a close-cropped haircut and calves that looked more like something you might see in a comic book. She approached Lila one day during PE while she was playing soccer. Lila had almost no interest in soccer, but you weren’t allowed to sit out unless you had asthma—a fact Lila had learned too late to believably fake the affliction. For most of the hour Lila had just walked up and down the sides of the field, occasionally moving out of the way if the gameplay happened to get near her. But one day, one of the boys kicked the ball at her in an attempt to get her to play. The ball hit her in the shin, and in an almost primal response, she kicked it toward the goal, which sat thirty yards away. The ball took off from her foot like it’d been fired from a T-shirt cannon. To the surprise of everyone, it sailed the entire distance in the air, over the top of the goal. Coach Morton took notice. The next day in PE, she pulled Lila aside.

“You play any sports?” she said. Her lips were thin and freckles dotted her face.

“No,” Lila replied.

“You know what I coach?”

“Softball.”

“That’s right. You ever played?”

“No,” Lila said.

“You want to?”

“No.”

Coach Morton frowned. “You’re strong. You’re athletic. Why haven’t you played?”

“Because I don’t want to.”

Coach Morton looked at the other kids who were walking around the track. “I looked you up. Your dad played baseball, right?”

“Yeah.”

“So, you got it in your genes. Look, why don’t you come out to a couple practices, see how you like it. At the very least I’ll get you out of sixth-period math for a few days. You got Mrs. Harrison, she’s a real cunt.”

A short burst of laughter escaped from Lila. Morton was correct. For as much as Lila hated the idea of playing softball, she hated Mrs. Harrison’s math class more. “Can I quit if I hate it more than math?” Lila asked.

“Fine by me,” Coach Morton said.

It became clear to Lila at the first practice why she’d been recruited—the team stunk. Five minutes into warming up, it was obvious that almost no one had any natural athleticism. There were errant throws, catchable balls being dropped, and only one of the girls had anything resembling a fluid throwing motion. Lila had never really played, but she was fairly certain that if she put in any sort of effort, by the end of the season she’d be one of the best players on the team, not that she had any interest in the sport. But she noticed there was a sense of community. Softball seemed to lack the cliquish nature Lila had seen in some of the other sports. It appeared to be a motley crew of disparate personalities that didn’t easily fit in elsewhere. About halfway through the practice, Coach Morton called Lila over.

“You got a good arm. I want you to take some ground balls over at third with Shay,” Morton said.

Lila nodded and jogged over to third base where an impossibly tiny girl stood. She was just under five feet tall, and it looked like a strong breeze could blow her over.

“I’m Shay,” she said. She smiled at Lila and raised her hand.

“Lila.”

Coach Morton stood at home and hit a ground ball to Shay, who fielded it and tossed across the diamond to a tall gangly girl at first. Lila moved up and took her place.

“You’re in Mrs. Suarez’s third period, right?” Shay asked.

“Yeah,” Lila said.

“You transferred schools this year, yeah?” Shay asked.

“Yeah. Couple months ago.” Lila noticed a spot of mold on the glove Coach Morton had found for her in the equipment shed.

“I got an extra glove if you want to borrow one,” Shay said, also noticing.

“Thanks, but I’ll keep this one. I’m hoping maybe I’ll catch a disease from it and die.” Lila instantly regretted making such a dark joke. Why did she do that? Why couldn’t she have just given a simple boring answer that would have steered this conversation closer to an end?

“My sister said a friend of her friend went to Thailand and someone dared her to eat this bug off the ground and she did and it had a parasite inside it that basically ate her brain and then it basically like shit her own brain out through her nose over a couple of months and then she died.”

“That’s the most fucked-up thing I’ve ever heard,” Lila said.

“I know, right?”

“Turn two now,” Coach Morton shouted. She hit a ground ball to Shay, who scooped it up and threw it to the second baseman, who turned and threw it to first.

“You want to try and stay low when you make the turn to second,” Shay said. “It’s kind of like a side arm throw.”

“Yeah, I’ve done it a few times before, actually,” Lila said.

Shay didn’t say anything else to Lila for the rest of practice, but the next day at school she said hi to her in the hallway between second and third periods. Later at practice, she asked Lila if she wanted to warm up together. Shay had a lot to say and didn’t need much prompting. During a water break after running sprints, Shay recapped the 2004 horror film The Grudge. After practice, as they changed in the locker room, she explained to Lila why Elaine Benes was the best character on Seinfeld. The following day Lila was eating lunch alone on the edges of the quad, and Shay approached with her brown lunch bag.

“Can I join you?” Shay sat down before Lila could answer. She took out her sandwich and unwrapped it from the tin foil. She brought it to her mouth to take a bite, then set it down. “Do you think when we’re seventy we’re gonna be excited to have sex with other people in their seventies? Because, like, right now when I see someone in their seventies, they look super old and I would definitely throw up if I had to bone them.”

“I don’t know,” Lila said.

“You have no opinion on this?”

“I mean, I think if you’re seventy you’re probably not having a ton of sex.”

“Uh, you do not know my grandpa then. He’s seventy-three and my dad just got a call from his nursing home because he boned two different ladies and they got into a fight about it.”

Lila thought Shay was a bit odd, and probably not someone she’d normally have struck up a friendship with, but she appreciated that Shay was never boring. She also appreciated that Shay understood Lila didn’t want to share anything about herself. The information flowed one way, and both parties were okay with that. After a couple weeks, Lila formally committed to playing on the softball team, and it was almost entirely because of Shay. Their friendship spilled over from practice into school, and she was joined by Shay each lunch period, on the edge of the quad. The spot went from being the fringes of society to their spot. Lunch actually became something Lila looked forward to. In fact, it may have been the only thing in her life she looked forward to.

One Thursday, they were eating lunch when a sophomore boy approached. Lila knew him from her history class. His name was Porter Micelli, and as of late he had been finding small moments here and there to talk to Lila. They were mostly innocuous but suggested a pretty clear desire to build to something more.

“Hey,” Porter said. He was wearing a cotton Hawaiian print polo, jeans, and flip-flops. One hand was in his back pocket; the other hand carried a half-eaten burrito.

“Hey,” Lila replied.

“Do you have, um, any, like, hot sauce packets?” he said. He had a dry vocal fry.

“No,” Lila said.

“This burrito fuckin’ sucks,” he said, standing there awkwardly.

“I think they have hot sauce in the cafeteria,” Shay said.

“Oh. Yeah. Cool,” he said. Silence filled the air. Lila had always been perfectly fine with silence. Silence could be awkward, but it asked nothing of you. Words generally required responses and actions. Finally, Porter spoke.

“We’re gonna chill at Bodie’s house tonight if you want to come,” he said.

“I’m good, but thanks,” Lila said.

“You, like, busy or something?” A hint of indignation crept into his voice.

“Yeah,” Lila lied.

“All right.” He headed back to a small group of his friends who were watching intently. After a moment, a couple of them burst out into laughter.

“Wow. You don’t give an eff,” Shay said.

“What should I have said?”

“I dunno, yes?”

“I don’t want to do that.”

“Okay, then maybe just like a better lie?” Shay said.

“Why? So he feels better? Why’s that my fucking job?”

“I mean, it’s not, but you don’t want people talking shit about you, you know?”

“If I go hang out with him and his friends after school, that’s what’ll make people talk shit about me.”

“Well, maybe they’ll say good stuff. Like, ‘Oh damn, she’s super chill and whatever.’”

“I don’t want to be talked about. Good or bad,” Lila said.

“I wish I was like that. I’m always worried everyone will hate me.”

“Well, I guess the difference is I don’t worry about whether people will hate me because I know if they knew me, they would.”

She didn’t mean for those words to come out the way that they did. She was just stating something she believed to be true. It came with no more emotion than any other fact she knew. But she could tell by Shay’s expression that what she’d said had deeply saddened her. She could see Shay searching for the right thing to say. “Well, this is gonna sound super lame, but I think you’re cool as shit.”

Lila froze. This moment of bald, clumsy, unqualified kindness made her want to tear out of her skin.

“I told you it would sound super lame!” Shay said.

Lila offered a smile. Or at least she wanted to. She actually wasn’t sure what the expression on her face looked like right at that moment. Shay mercifully broke eye contact and looked down at her feet.

“Anyway, change of subject: Have you ever had ghee? It’s like butter but it’s not and my stepdad is obsessed with it.” Lila burst into laughter. “What?” Shay asked.

“You are so fucking ridiculous, ” Lila said.

A big smile crept across Shay’s face.

The next day the lunch bell rang, and Lila made her way out to their usual spot. Except Shay never came. Lila had talked to her in the halls between first and second period and nothing seemed off, so her absence was unexpected. Lila walked the grounds of the campus looking for her, but she was nowhere to be found. Finally, she sat and unwrapped her tuna fish sandwich and ate lunch alone. After school she made her way to the locker room to change into her practice clothes and Shay was there, sitting on a bench pulling her socks on.

“Hey, where were you at lunch?” Lila asked.

“Oh, I was just—I had some homework I forgot to do.” Shay didn’t look up as she slid a wristband over her hand.

“Oh, okay,” Lila said.

Lila opened her locker and pulled off her shirt. She knew she was being lied to. Was it worth calling it out? She’d never had a relationship before where it had been. She slid off her jeans and put on her shorts.

“What homework did you have?”

“Just some, like—an essay that I forgot.”

“An essay? You have math after lunch and then practice.”

“Yeah, it was for English tomorrow and it was a bitch so I was like maybe I should get a head start on it.”

Lila slid on her shirt and turned to face Shay.

“Why are you lying?”

“I’m not lying.”

“You’re fucking lying, but whatever.” Lila was upset that she cared. Everyone lied to her, and she’d taught herself years ago to stop caring. Now some girl on a softball team she didn’t give a shit about lied to her and it felt like her chest was going to cave in. She walked out of the locker room and onto the field.

“You forgot your cleats,” Coach Morton said. Lila looked down at her feet. She was still in her sneakers. Her cleats were back in the locker room, sitting on that bench right next to Shay. It was twenty feet away, but Lila couldn’t bring herself to turn around and go get them. She stood and looked out at the field. “Actually, I quit,” she said.

“What?”

“Yeah, I don’t like it. I don’t like softball, and you said if I don’t like it, I can quit. So I’m quitting.”

Coach Morton clasped Lila’s arm above the elbow like a stern parent. “What happened? What the hell is going on?”

“I don’t fucking like it and I don’t give a fuck about it, so I’m quitting.” Lila shook her arm free and walked away. Her face felt flushed as she made her way through the parking lot next to the field. She wondered what would happen if she never stopped walking, if she kept going in one direction until she collapsed. She heard the sound of metal spikes clicking along the pavement behind her. A few seconds later Shay caught up to her.

“Did you just quit the team?” Shay asked.

“Yeah.” Lila sped up her pace.

“What is going on with you today? Is everything okay?”

“Oh, fuck you. Don’t pretend you give a shit like we’re friends,” Lila said.

“I don’t know what the hell is going on with you, but if this is ’cause you think I lied to you or something, this is like a crazy overreaction.”

“Yeah, probably. I’m a fucking psycho,” Lila said sarcastically.

“I’m not saying you’re a psycho, come on,” Shay said.

Lila stopped walking and turned to face her. “Look, it’s not a big deal. I don’t need to be your friend. I don’t need to be on the softball team.” Her eyes began to fill with tears. Shay looked away.

“I lied,” Shay said. “I went to open my locker before lunch and there was a note in it and it said, ‘Hey you ugly bitch how’s Lila’s pussy taste.’”

Shay looked away. “Fuck. I’m sorry,” Lila said.

“It’s fine.” Shay picked at a scab on her elbow.

“Who wrote it?”

“I don’t know. I think Porter.”

“He’s a piece of shit.”

“I don’t even care. It’s whatever. But, I—I just needed, like, a little bit of time to just, you know, let it go, and I just didn’t want to walk out into the quad and feel like everyone was looking at me. I wasn’t not gonna be your friend or anything, but I just think… I don’t know…”

Shay took a big breath and looked away as she crossed her arms.

“Just think what?” Lila asked.

“I don’t know. I just think we should have other friends, too. Like, we should hang out with lots of different people, right?”

“Are you asking me or are you telling me?”

“I mean, don’t you think that, too? We can’t just only hang out with each other forever, right?”

“No. I guess not.” Lila wiped the tears out of her eyes and walked away.

The following day at lunch Lila sat alone at their usual spot. She held her softball bat in her right hand, and she stared out into the quad. She wasn’t eating. She wasn’t waiting for Shay. She was hunting. Her eyes scanned the kids that poured out onto the courtyard. Through the mess of shaggy hair and backpacks and baggy jeans, she saw Porter Micelli. He appeared from a hallway, walking with a group of boys. He carried a skateboard in his hands and moved through the crowded space with the lack of concern that Lila felt so few could afford. She stood up, and with the bat in her hand she moved toward him. She pushed past the faceless teenagers around her. Her grip on the bat tightened and her pace quickened. The sound around her faded as she approached him. He was so enthralled in his conversation that he didn’t seem to notice her, just a few feet away, advancing toward him with an intensity that vibrated. When she reached him, he looked up at her and his mouth fell open. Then she planted her back leg into the ground, lifted the bat behind her, twisted her hips and then uncorked. Her body released in a beautiful symphony of physics. First her hips uncoiled, then her arms followed, and finally her hands burst through, like a rubber band that had been released. The bat came through the hitter’s zone with such force that when she connected with the inside of Porter’s knee, she felt a jolt of energy shoot up her arms. She could hear the sound of bone being compressed and then fracturing, like a butcher cracking a chicken carcass open. She never got the chance to look at the damage. Two boys pulled her away and threw her to the ground. One of them jumped on top of her. She wasn’t sure of the results, but from her stomach, she could lift her head just enough to see a boy next to Porter stare in horror, then vomit.

Two hours later she was sitting in the Stockton police station, staring at the double doors to the lobby, waiting for her foster parents to walk in. But they never came. Two hours turned to four, and four turned to seven. The sky outside turned black. She didn’t care. It didn’t matter when they came to get her. It wouldn’t be any better out there than it was in here. She sat with her back against the hard Formica chair and simply stared straight ahead. It was almost ten hours later when one of the officers told her to get up, someone had come for her. She followed them through the glass double doors at the front of the station. A man leaned against a concrete planter box. He wore jeans and a brown Carhartt jacket. It wasn’t until the man smiled at her that she realized it was her father.

“Let’s hit the road, slugger,” Dix said.

Lila didn’t answer. She silently followed Dix to his truck.

“I think you’re probably looking at a misdemeanor, but I got ’em to release you to me,” he said. “And you’re a minor, so a misdemeanor, heck, that ain’t even a bump in the road. I’d rather have a misdemeanor than a headache.”

“I thought you weren’t getting let out until the end of the year,” Lila said.

“They gave me an early release. Good behavior. What can I say, I’m a paragon of virtue.”

“When did you get out?” Lila said.

“Very recently. I mean, I basically just came straight from there to here.” Dix opened the truck door and climbed in. Lila followed suit.

“Look, don’t worry about me,” Dix said. “How the heck are you doing?”

“Fine,” Lila said.

She hadn’t heard from Dix in a long time. When he first went to prison, he’d called her somewhat regularly. But when she started bouncing around to different foster homes every few months, the calls became less frequent and eventually stopped altogether. It would have taken a modicum of effort on his part to track her down and she assumed that wasn’t where he wanted to put his energy. So seeing him standing before her felt both surreal and completely meaningless.

“You’re fine, huh?” Dix said. “Well, I’d be inclined to believe you, but I did just pick you up from jail.”

“Did you talk to my foster family?”

“I did. Nice people. Very God-fearing. They said you’re playing on the softball team. I took a couple at-bats for fun a long time ago off a gal who pitched for Fresno State. I tell you what, it’s not easy. Can’t let the ball get as deep in the zone. Gotta have that point of contact a little further out front.”

“I quit the team.”

“I don’t think they’re letting you back in that school anyhow, so, no loss.”

“Where are we going?”

“Something befitting of a celebration.”

The booth at Dairy Queen was sticky. Lila slid to the corner of the red bench in search of a clean patch of vinyl cushion. Dix stood in line looking over the menu. The consequences of Lila’s actions were starting to finally settle in. She had no affection for her foster family, but they’d left her alone and that made them the best host family she’d ever had. And now that living situation was over and where would she go? Where would they send her? Would she be sharing a room? Would she even be in a room at all? Anyone who took her now would know what she’d just done. And what kind of person would want to take in someone like her? Someone just trying to squeeze a buck out of the state or, even worse, someone who would look at her like she was something broken that no one could ever really fix. She chewed on her bottom lip and her foot tapped quickly on the floor as if she had no control over it. Dix returned carrying a large chocolate Blizzard.

“I got you chocolate. They were out of Oreo but I sweet-talked the lady into crumbling up a cookie and throwing it in there.” He set the shake in front of Lila and sat down.

“Thank you,” Lila said.

“My pleasure.” Dix pulled the lid off his soda and took a swig. “So, just out of curiosity, why’d you go Jose Canseco on that kid’s knee?”

“He’s a piece of shit.”

Dix took another sip of his soda and chewed on some ice.

“Do I need to pay him a visit?” he asked.

Lila shook her head.

“Okey doke. We’ll never speak of it again. So, switching gears here, that family you’re staying with said they’d have all your stuff packed up and we could come get it in a couple hours.”

“Then what?” Lila said.

“Well, that’s what I want to talk to you about.”

Lila felt her throat tighten. Her fingers felt numb.

“I don’t think it’s the best for you to just keep going from place to place, wandering the plains, busting kneecaps and whatnot. I think you need something stable,” he said. “What do you think?”

“I don’t know.”

“I stopped by your mom’s, and we had a chat, and I talked to her about a little plan I had and she thought it seemed pretty good. And as you know, she’s not an easy woman to please.”

Lila recognized something in the way Dix’s brow lifted and the corners of his mouth turned up ever so slightly. Even as her memory of him had grown cloudier, the particular face he was making right now was one of the few crystal-clear images of him she held on to. It was so memorable because that expression of self-satisfaction meant that he had done what he considered an act of kindness. It was the face he had made when he handed her a birthday present or took her horseback riding or put her on his lap and read a story to her. She studied his face now and tried to figure out what it meant at that moment. What had he done? And that’s when it hit her: He was going to ask her to live with him.

It was an entirely foreign idea to Lila. It had been impossible for so long that it didn’t seem feasible. But he was her biological father. And he was sitting in front of her. And they had released her to him. Why else would they do that? Why else would he be making that face? Was she going back to Los Armarios, to live with him? She looked at Dix—really looked at him for the first time since he’d picked her up. He seemed so much older than she’d remembered. Like a pair of shoes where the creases were deep, and the leather had become discolored. More than that, there was a weariness to him. She could see the effort he was putting into pretending life took no effort at all. What would it be like to live with him? What would that even feel like? Lila remembered the first night she spent alone after her mom gave her up to the state. Her head hit the pillow, and the lights went out at the facility, and she closed her eyes, and she prayed to whatever might be out there in the universe that when she woke up, her dad would be there and say there’d been a mistake, everything had been a mistake, and that she was coming to live with him. But that never happened, and after a couple weeks she knew there was no one coming for her. There would never be anyone coming for her. Over the years, she’d created an idea of who her father must be to do what he had done. How he so selfishly severed the tenuous grasp she had to a normal life. When that idea became too painful, she stopped thinking about him entirely. But now, as he sat opposite her, she thought maybe all those awful things she’d thought about him weren’t accurate. Maybe he had tried to stay in contact with her. Maybe there was a prison guard who hated him and wouldn’t give him her number. Or maybe he ran afoul of the warden, and he didn’t get any phone time at all. Maybe he had wanted to talk to her, but it just wasn’t possible. And maybe he had spent that time coming to terms with what he’d done and what it had done to her. Maybe this was his first step in fixing the problem. Maybe there was a path. A path to a relationship with him. A path to a life for herself. A path was more than she’d ever had before.

“So, if you’re amenable, I called in a favor,” Dix said. “I got you into a real solid group home near my buddy Arturo, up in Fresno.”







CHAPTER 15

LILA WAS SURPRISED at how nice the backseat of Sheriff Bonsall’s cop car was. She’d ridden in several during her life. The nicest ones felt, at best, utilitarian. The worst ones were so uncomfortable as to be purposefully cruel. This one had a cup holder.

Bonsall turned down a side street where most of the lots were vacant and overgrown with weeds.

“You picking up an Uber shift?” Dix said.

Bonsall ignored him. Lila caught Bonsall’s eyes in the rearview mirror. “Do you know who runs this town?” Bonsall asked. “The almond growers.”

They approached the end of the dead-end street, where the pavement gave way to yet another vacant lot, which gave way to open dry grasslands. Bonsall turned off the headlights but showed no signs of stopping. They went over the curb and into the dark barren landscape. Lila could feel the terrain beneath them change and the SUV began to bounce irregularly.

“I don’t want to tell you how to cowboy, but I think you might want to put your headlights back on,” Dix said.

“It’s important no one sees us,” Bonsall replied.

“Well, that doesn’t bode well.”

“What about the almond growers?” Lila asked.

“The growers control almost everything in the county. I say ‘almost’ because they didn’t want me to get elected, but it happened anyway.”

“Well, you ran an excellent campaign, Sheriff,” Dix said.

“No. I ran an honest campaign, and I would have lost if I wasn’t shot in the line of duty saving a child.”

“I know that was an incredibly hard time for your family,” Dix said.

“I know you can’t help being an absolute piece of garbage, but I’d recommend you watch yourself right now,” Bonsall said.

“Appreciate the clarity,” Dix replied.

“So…” Bonsall said. “The almond growers knew I wasn’t going to give them a free pass like every other law enforcement officer in this town. And I don’t, and they hate me for it. They’re running Joe Winger against me in the fall.”

“I heard. He started at third my freshman year. Dude could square up a fastball.”

“He’s a fascist.”

“Well, he could swing it.”

Lila could no longer see the lights from the town in the rearview mirror. The car went over a dip and jostled her around before resettling.

“I can’t trust anyone in the department. They watch everything I do, and they report it back to the growers. That’s why I’ve kept this investigation to myself. Something wasn’t sitting right.”

“We agree on that,” Dix said.

Bonsall slowed the car to a stop and turned off the engine.

“I want to show you something.” He got out of the car and Lila and Dix followed suit. A warm gust of wind rustled the scrubland vegetation. The sheriff was standing with his back to them, looking out at the mountains in the distance.

“A couple years back, we found a body right here, about a mile from 63.”

“I remember that,” Dix said. “I heard when they found him a coyote was eating his face off.”

“Body was pretty disfigured, yes. Somebody had dumped it here. But we did some digging around and made an ID. He was a worker up from Mexico, living here by himself. Worked on Bill Mannion’s farm.”

“Who’s Bill Mannion?” Lila asked.

“Owns the biggest almond farm in the Central Valley, just on the other side of that freeway,” Dix said, pointing out toward the ridge.

“A friend of yours, right?” the sheriff asked.

“I wouldn’t say we were friends. The man has a couple of Sea-Doos he’s let me borrow when I go up to the lake. But our relationship begins and ends at a mutual love of watercraft.” Dix turned and spit.

Bonsall knelt and pulled a weed from the dirt. “In 2019, California banned a pesticide all the growers used called chlorpyfiros. The growers threw a fit. The new stuff was gonna cost twice as much. So they fought it in the courts. Then one day the growers just pulled the lawsuit. When we did an autopsy on the body, there were these checkered burns on his hands, but the cause of death was drowning.”

“Tough break to drown in the middle of the desert,” Dix said.

“His lungs were filled with fluid caused by a seizure, due to a heavy exposure to a chemical called ipsoflomide. That’s what left the burns, too. It’s a pesticide used in Argentina. Cheap. Not legal in the US but FDA tests aren’t set up yet to catch it. So I got a warrant to search Mannion’s farm for it. We showed up, there was no sign of it. Tanks were filled with the standard stuff.”

“Welp, can’t win ’em all, right?” Dix said.

“Tanks had been scrubbed clean. Right before I came. He was tipped off by someone in my department.”

Lila raised her hand. “Hi, yeah. What the fuck does this have to do with my mom,” she said.

The sheriff hesitated. “I checked the records at your mother’s work. The last place she cleaned before getting that money transferred into her account was Mannion’s warehouse. That’s where they keep the pesticide tanks. Then it hit me—I looked at the date—I had stopped and checked on her a couple days after that job and she had a wrap on her forearm. I asked her what happened, and she said it was an accident with some cleaning supplies. She wouldn’t let me look at it, but there was a checkered spot on the back of her hand, same as on the body we found.”

Sheriff Bonsall looked back toward the direction of the Mannion farm, and his shoulders sank.

“I think she was cleaning that warehouse, had a contact exposure to ipsoflomide, and wanted to go see a doctor. They knew if she did, it’d raise red flags at the hospital, so they paid her off so she wouldn’t.”

Lila stood silently, trying to place these pieces in the puzzle she’d already been putting together in her head.

“Sheriff, are you familiar with Occam’s razor?” Dix asked. “’Cause you’re making a heck of a lot of leaps and assumptions here,” Dix added.

“I don’t disagree. I could be totally wrong, I fully admit that. But I’ve been at this for the last week and it’s the only connection I can make from the little evidence I have. I know that it’s not exactly a smoking gun, which is why I didn’t immediately make the connection. But if I’m right, you’re in a lot of danger. These are serious people with millions at stake. They dumped one body out here already. You push them, they’ll have no problems dumping two more.”

“Then what are we doing here?” Lila asked. “Why aren’t you banging down doors?” His warning didn’t scare her—it made her angry.

“I don’t have enough to get a warrant and go in there because I’ve done it once and I came up empty. But I promise you, I’m not letting this go. I think there’s something here and I’m not afraid of these people. I’ve stared down worse and I’m still standing.”

Lila’s mind raced as she stared into the darkness over Mannion Farms. These were the types of problems she’d been solving her whole life—a bad situation where she seemingly had no power, no one to help her. There was always a play. If she thought hard enough she’d always been able to find it.

“So you’re telling us to get out of town,” Dix said.

“I don’t presume to tell you what to do. But I felt like if I didn’t share my concerns, and something happened to you, I couldn’t sit with that.”

“So if you got a warrant to search his place, you’d be able to go through everything, right?” Lila said. “Computers, bank statements, secret accounts or whatever?”

“Well, yes. But like I said, I don’t have enough for a warrant.”

“What if you found that pesticide in his tanks? Would that be enough to get a warrant?”

“I suppose, but Bill Mannion’s not going to let me on his property to just take an evidence-collecting tour.”

“No, but he’d let his Sea-Doo buddy in.” Lila pointed at Dix, who in response took one step to the side so that Lila was no longer pointing at him.

“Hold on now,” Dix protested.

“One of your cops came up to us at a bar earlier tonight and invited us to a fundraiser for this Winger guy,” Lila said. “It’s tomorrow at Mannion Farms. We accept the invite, go to the fundraiser, I duck out at some point, get into the warehouse and get a sample from one of the tanks, and then blend right back into the party.”

“No,” said Bonsall firmly.

“Why not?”

“Because it’s wildly irresponsible, not to mention illegally obtained evidence is inadmissible in any court.”

“Yeah, I’d like to plus-one the sheriff here,” Dix added.

“Oh, give me a fucking break. You’re a cop—your whole thing is obtaining evidence illegally and making it legal. If you know you have the goods, you’re telling me you can’t whisper something to the FBI, or do a thousand different things to get a warrant?”

“That is not the way I do police work.”

“Well, kudos to you,” Lila said. “But if I get you proof of that pesticide, and you play the game just this once, you can get a warrant. You get a warrant, you can search his bank accounts. You search his bank accounts, you can find out if one of those accounts transferred two hundred fifty thousand dollars to my mom. If you find that, you have Bill Mannion’s ass and we find my mom.”

“Bean. Listen to yourself.”

“I’m right. He knows I’m right,” Lila said.

“You think if Bill Mannion has something to do with your mother’s disappearance, he’s going to let you out of his sight?” Bonsall said. “Or anywhere near that warehouse?”

“I can figure that part out. I spent all of my teens sneaking in and out of homes owned by complete pieces of shit.”

“You are not law enforcement.”

“I’d like to add that I am also not law enforcement,” Dix said.

“We’re better, because you can’t trust any of your own law enforcement,” Lila added.

“I have no reason to trust you either, and certainly not him.” Bonsall pointed a thumb in Dix’s direction.

Lila had argued with people in power enough to know that if you had momentum, you couldn’t let up. You had to keep going, because if you gave them just a moment to catch their breath, they’d remember that they could do what everyone in power wished to do when asked for help: absolutely nothing.

“You don’t have to trust either one of us,” Lila said. “We want the same thing you want: a warrant.”

Bonsall rubbed the back of his neck with one hand. It was so quiet Lila could hear all three of them breathing.

“What you’re suggesting, if it goes wrong, it endangers you and could absolutely cost me my job. Maybe my whole career.”

“Your career is as good as done anyway,” Lila said. “You probably don’t give much of a shit about my mom, but I know you give a shit about your job. And unless you can dig up some dirt on Mannion and the guy he’s running against you, you’ll lose the election, and then you’re done in this town. And if you can’t make it in a shit hole like this, I can’t even imagine the kind of place you’ll have to go to next. You think you have something to lose? You already fucking lost it. And even if Mannion had nothing to do with my mom going missing—but you’re right about this pesticide—then you still win.”

Lila stared at Bonsall. A gust of wind blew dirt against the back of her jeans.

“I think his silence is your answer, Bean,” Dix said. “Unfortunately, he’s the law and we gotta respect his decision.”

“Okay, let’s do it,” Bonsall said.







CHAPTER 16

BONSALL DROPPED THEM back off at Dix’s house. Lila was so deep into processing what they’d just agreed on that she’d completely forgotten to ask to be dropped off at her motel. She stood with Dix in his driveway. The power lines buzzed above them. Lila watched the taillights of Bonsall’s police car disappear into the night.

“Are you out of your freaking mind?” Dix asked.

“No.”

Lila rarely saw him this worked up. She found it satisfying to know that there was bedrock to be hit under the layers of bullshit.

“That theory of his is grabbing at straws, at best. I want to find your mom, too, but you’re not thinking clearly.”

She held up her phone in front of Dix’s face. “Look at this picture of Michael Dominguez,” she said. She’d pulled up that first Facebook photo she’d found of him in front of a stake bed truck. Dix leaned in and squinted.

“Okay,” Dix said, unimpressed.

“Do you see what it says on his shirt, underneath his basketball jersey?” Lila said.

Dix stared at Lila’s phone for several seconds.

“Can you… not read?” Lila said.

“Of course I can read. I just, you know, have a little trouble when it’s right in front of my face sometimes.”

“That’s most of reading.”

“It’s a pain in the ass to get the glasses. You gotta go to the eye doctor and whatnot. I’m not big into reading anyway. I like to live in the moment.”

Lila spent half a second trying to process this, then decided it wasn’t worth it. “It says ‘Mannion Farms’ on his shirt. He worked there. This is the first thing that links Mom to Michael Dominguez. Bonsall doesn’t even know about Dominguez and there was still enough of a connection that he came to this without it. There’s something there.”

“I can tell you right now; that man does not care about your mother.”

“It doesn’t matter if he does, it just matters if he’s right. Look, I’m not asking to go shoot up a bank. I’m gonna sneak away for five minutes and take a cotton swab to the spigot of a tank. The worst-case scenario is someone says, ‘Hey, where are you going?’ and I say, ‘Oh, whoops, I’m lost,’ and that’s that.”

Dix took out his tobacco tin and rotated it back and forth in his hand like a fidget toy.

“What’s your problem here?” Lila asked.

“Feels like we are playing very fast and loose with the law here.”

“Oh my God. Give me a fucking break. At least put in a little effort if you’re going to bullshit me.”

“It’s not BS,” Dix said defensively.

“You just scammed a veteran who shot up my car.”

“I did not scam him, and by the way, I had my guy come and fix your tires, so maybe it’s time to admit you may not have me pegged like you think you did,” he said. Dix motioned toward Lila’s car, which sat in the driveway and now had a fixed taillight and new tires.

“Great, thanks for fixing my car you got shot up, you’re a prince. Now get us into that fundraiser.”

“Let me ask you this: What if the sheriff’s wrong? We’ll have maligned and harassed some pillars of the community,” Dix said.

“Ah, okay. There we go. It’s all your friends at this thing, and they let you go around town and use their stuff for free and talk about the good old days when you were hitting home runs and jacking each other off and you don’t want to ruin that.”

“That is not an accurate assessment of the good old days, but yes, some of these men are my friends and I would like to not alienate myself to my community if possible.”

Lila rubbed the dusty grime that had built up in the corner of her right eye.

“I have asked you for nothing in my life. When my life has been fucked six ways from Sunday, I did not call you. I did not bother you—”

“I would have helped you,” Dix interrupted.

“No, stop, that’s not what we’re doing here. I’ve asked you for nothing. But this is me, right now, asking you for help. I can’t get into that fundraiser on my own and you can and right now that’s our best shot at finding Mom. Will you help me?”

Dix spit tobacco juice onto the ground. He looked like someone who had just lost a poker hand on a bad bet.

“Of course.”

“Great.”

“But we’re just gonna get in, get what we need, and get out, and I need you to promise that you’ll be respectful.”

“I promise I will be respectful to your horrible friends,” Lila said.

“All right, I’m getting some sleep. I still got that spare bedroom if you want it,” Dix said.

“Gonna stay at the motel, but thanks.”
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Lila was surprised by how beautiful Mannion Farms was. They turned off the highway and Lila could see Bill Mannion’s home in the distance. It sat on a small hill that overlooked over 160 acres of almond trees, all in perfect rows that stretched so far that it was difficult to see where the farm ended and the rest of the world began. She didn’t know if every grower lived on their farm, but from the immaculately maintained road that wound through the orchard, it was clear to her that Bill Mannion wanted anyone who visited to know this was his land in every way. It was nearing dusk, and the sun was setting. Dix maneuvered the truck up the private drive on the Mannion estate. Dix had been crowing the entire ride about how quickly his tire guy had replaced his two slashed tires, while Lila mostly tuned him out as she tried to mentally prepare herself for the task at hand. They’d been on the property for several minutes and still hadn’t reached the Mannion home, driving through a seemingly endless grove of almond trees.

“Is this the only way in or out?” Lila asked.

“I doubt it. An industrious man always gives himself multiple avenues for escape.”

“You’re describing a criminal.”

“Well, criminality is just industriousness before it’s had its coffee.”

“If a man ever said something like that to me, I would run full speed in the opposite direction.”

“Then enjoy your life without ever knowing the company of an industrious man.”

“I can only hope.”

They approached a wooden sign with an ornately carved greeting: “Welcome to the Mannion Estate.” The house wasn’t in sight, but the lane narrowed, and the almond trees gave way to magnolias that blotted out the sky.

“So, look, if things go wrong or get funky, we just leave,” Dix said.

“Sure,” Lila said.

“I’m not joking here. You don’t go bull in a china shop, okay? These aren’t Boy Scouts. If it even hints at going sideways you meet me back at my truck, understand? I’m not burying my daughter.”

“I don’t want to be buried, I want someone to drive over my body with a steam roller to see if I get super flat like in cartoons.”

Dix stared at her, nonplussed.

“We’ll meet at the truck if things go weird,” she said.

“Thank you.”

The tree-lined lane opened and revealed a sprawling two-story farmhouse with a circular gravel driveway that was bordered by a short brick wall covered in creeping fig. Brick steps in front of the house led to an oversized red front door. Flanking that door was a large man in black slacks and a black track jacket. He motioned for Dix to continue on the path. They passed between two large magnolia trees that gave way to a clearing filled with large trucks and SUVs, most sporting various Punisher stickers and Blue Lives Matter paraphernalia. Dix pulled into the last empty spot in the row, shut off the ignition.

“All right. Let’s turn on that charm.”
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The gathering was larger than Lila was expecting for a small-town election fundraiser. There were at least fifty people there, almost all middle-aged white men with the occasional wife sprinkled in. The interior of the home was surprisingly tasteful. It felt like a modern farmhouse you might see on a show about high-end real estate, save for the photos on the wall of armed Mannions standing over dead game animals. Lila had purchased new clothes that morning from the only clothing store that was open, and the result was a three-quarter-sleeve T-shirt and jeans that were far tighter than she would have liked. She’d also bought half-decent shampoo and conditioner and her hair had regained its shine. They’d been inside for about thirty seconds when they were stopped by a small man in a plaid shirt that struggled to contain his giant beer belly.

“Dix, you saucy son of a bitch,” the man exclaimed, hands on his hips.

“Big Vic! Either I lost my sense of smell, or you started showering,” Dix said.

Vic burst into laughter and then stuck out his hand toward Lila. “Well, hello!” Vic said. “Let me tell you right now, unless he just won the lottery you can do a heck of a lot better than this guy.”

“I’m his daughter.”

Vic stopped laughing, his face instantly turning red.

“This is my kid, Lila. She’s in town visiting,” Dix said.

“Good to meet you. I’m gonna grab a beer.” Vic made his way deeper into the party.

Dix turned to Lila. “Do you remember when I said turn on the charm?”

“Okay. Next time someone assumes I’m a woman you’re fucking I’ll just go along with it.”

“You know what I mean.”

“I’m actually not totally sure I do.”

They continued to make their way through the party, which was filled with close-cropped haircuts and mustaches. Every chest was covered by a shirt that was a size too small, showing off a physique that was not as chiseled as its owner seemed to believe. Lila sensed that it was the kind of place where people could say the thing they usually just thought. It was a scene she would normally try to avoid, but Dix moved through it with ease, tossing out “hey now”s and “look at you”s like someone handing out candy at Halloween. Everyone was overjoyed at the sight of Dix. There were hugs and backslaps, and if Lila hadn’t known it was a fundraiser for a sheriff’s race, she might have thought it was a party for Dix himself. She played as nicely as she could, which meant jumping in before someone could guess she was sleeping with Dix. Over the next twenty minutes they methodically made their way through almost every cluster of attendees. This included her old friend from the precinct desk, Sergeant Shelby, who offered her a curt nod before moving in the opposite direction. Finally, they reached the back of the house, where a floor-to-ceiling glass wall provided a view of an expansive, beautifully manicured backyard that backed up to an almond orchard. Facing the windows, two men were in the midst of a quiet conversation that was pointed and tense enough that they didn’t see Dix and Lila approach.

“There he is, the man of the hour!” Dix said jovially. Lila noticed both men dart their eyes toward them. The one with the cowboy hat softened when he saw Dix.

“What do you say, Dix?”

“I say it’s about danged time they make you Sheriff Joe Winger,” Dix replied.

Winger gave a politician’s smile and nodded. The other man ignored the comment. His eyes were trained on Lila.

“Gentlemen, this is my daughter, Lila.”

“Nice to meet you,” Lila said, and put out her hand.

“Likewise.” As Winger shook her hand his sleeve climbed up his forearm to reveal a tattoo of a skeleton wearing a sombrero and holding two pistols above the words “Justice Isn’t Fair.”

Lila offered a handshake to the other man. He accepted. His skin was dry and rough.

“Bill Mannion. Pleasure to meet you.”

“Didn’t mean to interrupt any important business,” Dix said.

“Nah, nothing important,” Winger said easily. “We were just about to get this show on the road. Why don’t you guys get a drink before you have to hear me blabber on.”

“Heck, that’s what I came to see. Brought my checkbook,” Dix said.

“It doesn’t have anything in it, but he brought it,” Lila said. Joe and Dix laughed.

“She’s a pisser,” Dix said.

“What brings you to town?” Mannion asked Lila.

“My mom’s gone missing,” Lila replied.

“She does it from time to time,” Dix said. “We’re pretty sure she’s just run off to loosen a few screws and then she’ll be back.”

“Or she didn’t,” Lila said. There was a beat of silence. “But I’ll tell you one thing, this piece-of-shit sheriff is useless,” she said.

“That he is,” Winger said.

“I hope she comes home safely,” Mannion said. “Please let me know if there’s anything I can do.” His concerned smile revealed cosmetically whitened teeth.

Dix and Lila peeled off and walked toward a small bar that sat in the corner of the room where a bartender was busy making cocktails.

“I was under the impression we wanted to fly under the radar here,” Dix said.

“He knows exactly why I’m here. He asked me to see how I’d react. That’s a bad man.”

“Well, sure, but the question is whether or not he’s the bad man we’re looking for.”

Someone tapped a fork on a glass and the murmur of the party began to quiet, as the guests flowed into a great room where the furniture had been cleared to accommodate an audience. A couple cater waiters headed through a swinging door into the kitchen. Mannion took a seat in the corner of the room facing the audience. Winger took a sip of his beer, then set it down on a console table in front. He turned to face the audience. Lila settled into a seat in the very back row. She clocked the entryway behind her that led to the rest of the house. Dix plopped down next to her and put in a pinch of tobacco. When Winger seemed to feel the moment had arrived, he momentarily lifted his cowboy hat and ran his fingers through his hair. “Thank you all for coming,” he said. “Thank you to Bill for letting us invade his home. I’ll try and make this quick because I’m already sick of the sound of my own voice.” The audience obliged him with a grumble of polite laughter.

“We got a problem here in Los Armarios. If you ask me, good law enforcement just trims the hedges. It keeps things real nice and tidy so that you don’t even notice the hedges been trimmed at all. It’s not about busting doors down and raiding meth dens and all that sort of nonsense. Because if you trim the hedges every single day, there won’t be any doors to bust down. When I’m sheriff, the criminals and the illegals and the meth heads will see what we’re doing here in Los Armarios and they’ll know there’s no place for them here. And if they don’t understand that, well, then that’s when we’ll trim the hedges.” Winger gently scratched his jaw below his ear. “But in order to do that, law enforcement needs to be feared. And to be feared, they have to know you’re not all talk. That you’ll get right there in the mud with them. Sheriff Bonsall doesn’t have the stomach for that.” Winger looked down at the ground and began to slowly pace.

“Bonsall is bought and paid for by that Big Box money. They funded his campaign, and they think they can come in here and use him to drive up the price of labor and push us out. They want our farms to fail so the land gets cheap, and they can expand and make this whole town their West Coast hub. They came into Los Armarios and they built their warehouse and they bought and paid for a sheriff who gave a big welcome to every poor SOB in three counties because Big Box needed a workforce. But with those people came crime. With those people came drugs. With those people came disease.” His face had reddened, and spittle formed in the corners of his mouth. “And instead of busting the meth heads and the illegals, he came down on the growers! The people who built this town!”

The audience burst into applause. “Some tweaker burnt his own house down last night! Two blocks away from me!” a man in the audience shouted.

A few others cried out in agreement that they’d heard about this. “This place is going to hell,” said another man.

Lila could feel the frenzy building, and in the heat of the moment, she got up and unceremoniously ducked out of the room. The entryway was empty. When she’d first entered the house and made the rounds, she’d spotted a bathroom on the first floor down the hall with a window large enough for her to slip through and into the backyard. From there she guessed it was maybe sixty yards to the warehouse. She could hear the muffled voice of Joe Winger continuing his sermon. She checked her watch—six-thirty-three. She started the internal timer in her head. Five minutes. If she could be back in five minutes no one would even think twice. She smoothed her shirt, moved expeditiously toward the hallway, and—

“You need something?”

She turned to see Bill Mannion standing behind her.

“Looking for the bathroom.”

He stared at her. The silence lingered.

“That one’s out of commission,” he said.

“Oh, gotcha. Well, I’m hoping there’s another one, otherwise I’d say you got a pretty shitty Realtor.”

“Top of the stairs. Just to the left,” he said.

Lila gave him a thumbs-up and headed upstairs. She could feel his eyes watching her the whole way. She turned and motioned toward the bathroom door.

“This one?” she called down to him below.

He nodded and continued standing there, with seemingly no intention of moving.

“Okey doke. Gonna go in there and take a big old shit, then.” She smiled and gave him another thumbs-up.

She entered and closed the door behind her. It was a small, beautifully tiled half bath, with sink and toilet. She made a mental note to remember the design if she someday ever bought a home. She quickly surveyed the room. Plaster walls on all sides. On the far wall was a small window. Maybe eighteen inches by eighteen inches. She could probably fit her head through it but not much more. Squeezing through the opening was an obvious impossibility. There was no way out of this bathroom but the door she’d come in.

Lila sat down on the toilet and tried to gather her thoughts. In retrospect, her plan was a stupid one. Bonsall was desperate enough to let her try it, but Bill Mannion wasn’t the brain-dead hick she’d imagined. He wasn’t going to just let her out of his sight. He was probably still standing at the bottom of the stairs, waiting for her to come out. She stared at the monogrammed hand towel next to her and desperately tried to think of something. Anything. But with each passing second, the absence of a solution grew until it quickly became so heavy she could no longer hold it. The other thoughts came flooding in. Maybe this was the universe telling her she’d taken this whole investigation as far as she could take it. She’d tried her very best. She wasn’t a cop or a private detective. She had fearlessly waded into deep water, and what more could someone ask of her? What more could her mom ask of her? This was a woman who had only ever truly wanted to disappear. Maybe that text message had been her. Maybe this was what her mom wanted. She’d been trying to vanish her whole life, and now she’d done it. Maybe this was the logical conclusion to Mattie’s life, and the sooner Lila accepted that, the better. Maybe it was time to let her disappear. She stood and turned the cold water faucet on, letting it run over her hands.

Another thought entered Lila’s head—it wasn’t front and center but it had been there all along. Would anyone look for Lila if she disappeared? Would anyone be terrified and call the police and ask everyone they knew to help find her? Would anyone pace back and forth with a pain in their chest that throbbed and that would never go away until they knew she was home and safe and in their arms? She couldn’t face the answer to that. But the question itself illuminated a painful certainty: If she gave up right now, there was no one else who would care about what happened to her mom. Mattie would vanish from existence. It would be as if she had never been there to begin with. And she deserved more than that.

Lila turned the sink off and walked to the small window and pushed it open. She poked her head out and looked around. Even if she could fit through the window, it was a twenty-foot drop onto a brick staircase that led to the backyard.

From the window, to her right she could see the warehouse in the distance. To her left she could see the clearing where everyone had parked their various SUVs and trucks. She weighed her options. She was almost positive Bill Mannion was outside that door waiting to make sure she came out. And if she tried anything funny, downstairs were a group of tightly wound, very angry men looking for a reason to explode. She considered this unsettling fact for a moment and realized it presented her with an opportunity.

She poked her head back outside the small window and looked again at the parked cars, then popped back inside the bathroom and quickly scanned the counter. It was pristine save for a few hand towels and a ceramic bottle of hand soap engraved with the words “Mannion Farms.” She picked up the bottle and felt the weight of it in her hand. It was light, about the weight of a baseball. She took it in her right hand and came back to the window. She poked her right arm out of the window like a snake coming out of its hole. Then she craned her neck and shimmied as much of her upper body through the opening as possible. The windowpane blocked any real range of movement, but if she dropped her arm below it, she could move it back and forth freely. That sidearm motion was familiar to her—it was the same move you’d make fielding a ball at third and firing it to second base to start a double play.

She took one more look at the cars, tried her best to estimate the distance, and then whipped her arm back and slung the ceramic hand soap container with as much velocity as she could muster. It sailed through the air and into the darkness, where she lost it. It was quiet for a moment, and then the sound of a windshield shattering filled the night sky and echoed off the trees in the distance. That was followed by the sound of debris raining down on the aluminum sheeting of the trucks around it. A car alarm rang out and was quickly joined by another, and then another. Headlights pulsed in sync with the alarms.

Lila pulled herself back inside and closed the window. She opened the bathroom door to the sound of a parade of patrons moving across the hardwood floor beneath her. It felt like a stampede. She looked down on the foyer below to see that Mannion was gone. Everyone was pouring out of the meeting room and rushing through the front door.

She bounded down the stairs. She’d created a diversion, but she’d also just sent a large group of angry armed men into the night on high alert. By the time she reached the front door she was one of the last ones out. It was dark outside, and the space between the almond trees fell into complete blackness. Flashlights traversed the grove to her right. As she made her way down the porch steps a hand grabbed her just above the elbow. Her breath caught. She turned to see Dix.

“Don’t know what you did, but I’d say you got three minutes before they start losing their butts. You hear me hollering, get the heck out of there and meet me at the car. And look at me.” He locked eyes with her intently. “If you can’t get back to the car, hide.”

She nodded and went left, away from the shouting. She moved quickly around the side of the house, making sure to stay close to the perimeter. The warehouse was down a dirt road with no foliage for cover—a naked run of sixty yards to the farming equipment at the entrance. She made sure she wasn’t being watched and took off in a full sprint. Twenty yards in and her lungs and legs burned. She thought about how annoying it would be if she was shot and killed doing something she hated as much as running. She reached the entrance, her chest heaving, and maneuvered between two stake bed trucks, toward double doors twice her height. She could still hear raised voices from the house behind her. She moved quickly around the perimeter and found a single door. She tried the knob. It was open.
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Dix stood between two cars in the parking area and stared at the shattered window before him, trying his best to look like he was trying to figure out what happened. “It doesn’t make a lick of sense,” he said.

The group of men around him inspected the area around the car. “Look at this shit,” Big Vic said, his flashlight trained on his shattered windshield.

“Somebody take a bat to it?” asked Shelby.

“Nah, it looks like something fell on it maybe,” Vic said.

“You know, one time an eagle flew over my buddy’s Tacoma and dropped a dead squirrel on it. Sounded like a danged nuke bomb,” Dix said.

“Just bought this goddamn truck,” Big Vic replied.

“I don’t know about a squirrel. Maybe an apple blew off a tree or something?” Shelby said.

“It’s an almond farm, Shelby, you dumbshit,” Winger said.

Dix saw something catch Winger’s eye. Winger reached down and picked up a jagged piece of what appeared to be a hand soap container and began inspecting it.

“What you got there, Joe?” Dix said.

Winger didn’t answer. He looked at the truck’s shattered windshield, then tilted his head up to the sky.

“You know what I think?” Dix said. “I think somebody’s trying to send a message to you, Joe.”

Everyone turned to Dix. He had their attention.

“Well, that’d be a stupid fucking thing to do, I tell you that right now,” Shelby said.

“The message being what, exactly?” Winger asked. He spat toward the ground and took a step closer to Dix.

“The message being they aren’t scared of you.”

“Who the hell’d be crazy enough to piss off forty cops who’ve been drinking?” Shelby said.

“That’s the whole point,” Dix said. “These Big Box people, they’re dirty. I heard some stories from other towns: They come in and wanna take over, like you said, and they’ll do whatever it takes to make that clear. They’re bullies.”

“Well, I’m not getting bullied, I’ll tell you that right now,” Big Vic said.

“If somebody did this, that means they’re still on the property,” Winger said. He took a slow look at the trees around them.

“If they’re on the property, then Stand Your Ground laws apply,” Big Vic said. He drew his pistol from his holster. Joe turned toward the house and called over to Mannion.

“Have them close the front entrance, would you, Bill?” Winger said. “We may have a troublemaker.”

Mannion nodded, pulled out his phone, and began texting. “I don’t think they drove in. Somebody would’ve heard them or seen them,” Mannion said, his eyes scanning the trees.

“So they came in on foot,” Shelby said.

“Probably trying to make their way back to the road through the orchards,” Dix said.

“Well, let’s go hunting,” Big Vic said.

“Spread out!” Shelby shouted.

Everyone began making their way through the almond orchard, in the opposite direction of the warehouse. Dix kept his eyes on Mannion. Mannion approached Winger and whispered something to him, then both men headed toward the warehouse at a concerning clip. Dix caught up to them and sidled up to Winger.

“You think they were dumb enough to head towards the mountains?” Dix asked.

Winger removed his revolver from its holster and flicked off the safety.
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The warehouse was dark, and Lila smelled raw almonds. She’d moved from Los Armarios so long ago and yet the woody odor of almond skins was as close as she would come to nostalgia. Bonsall had given her a description of where the pesticide tanks would be, but the warehouse was cavernous and lit only by a smattering of LED safety bulbs. Large wooden crates were stacked to the ceiling in neat rows, and it was impossible for her to get a sense of the space. She turned on her cell phone light to illuminate the walkway, which was covered with a dusting of fine powder. Bonsall had told Lila the pesticide tanks were in the southeastern corner of the barn. She moved along the wall toward a large metal room at the end of a long walkway and prayed that the direction she was heading was, in fact, southeast. After about fifty yards she reached the door to a room, turned the knob, and entered. The scent of chemicals burned her nostrils. Her throat constricted and she turned and coughed several times into the crook of her elbow. She was in the right place.

She reached into her pocket and felt the small plastic container that held the cotton swab she’d be using to collect the sample. She took it out, then pointed her phone light toward the ceiling. The room was illuminated just enough for her to see that in front of her were two floor-to-ceiling aluminum tanks. At the bottom of each tank was a nozzle. She knelt next to one, took out the cotton swab, and ran it around the inside rim of the nozzle. The face of her phone suddenly lit up. It was a text from Dix: Get out.

Lila quickly put the swab back inside the small plastic tube, screwed the cap back on, and returned it to her pocket. She stood and moved to the door. She quietly opened it and was stepping back out onto the pathway when she heard a door open at the far end of the warehouse. She darted between a stack of wooden boxes that reached all the way to the ceiling. Her phone lit up again. Another text: If not out hide.

Lila realized she was in a dead end—almond crates stacked thirty feet high in three directions. The only way out was back onto that walkway. She heard a footstep, then another. Someone was quietly making their way in her direction.
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Dix watched Mannion and Winger enter the warehouse. He knew Lila was smart, but one of these men made a living hunting people and the other built the very structure where this hunt was about to take place. If Lila was still in that warehouse and they found her, well, he didn’t want to think about the outcome. He scanned the ground and saw a rusted hoe with a rotted handle. He picked it up and entered the warehouse. It took a few moments for his eyes to adjust to the darkness, and then he made out Winger and Mannion at the far end of the walkway. He opened the door he’d just come through, then slammed it shut. The two men turned on a swivel toward the noise.

“Don’t shoot, it’s just me. Dix.” They stared at him. “I brought a hoe,” Dix said, holding it up in his right hand like a hunter might hold up a fox. “But I guess you all have guns, so maybe I’m not needed.”

Dix made his way toward them. He couldn’t yet make out their faces, but he could see them conferring quietly. He didn’t need to hear what they were saying. Men like them didn’t whisper unless they’d picked up a scent. As Dix neared, he could see Winger’s hand on the gun holstered to his hip. Dix put his hand on Winger’s shoulder. “You think they’re hiding in here,” he whispered.

“Why don’t you head back out towards the groves, tell the others to adjourn to the house and we’ll be right there,” Winger said.

“Done and done,” Dix said. In his peripheral vision he noticed a disturbance in the almond dust on the ground a few feet behind Mannion. It seemed fresh. He saw Mannion pick up on his attention being elsewhere. Before Dix could redirect his gaze, Mannion followed Dix’s eyeline. Mannion silently lifted his hand to get Winger’s attention. He pointed to the ground. Dix narrowed his eyes. This was a footprint. And next to it was another, leading to behind a stack of crates just a few feet away.

Winger slowly drew his gun. He crept forward, with Mannion to his side. Dix looked at the stack of almond crates to their left and the warehouse wall directly in front of them. Lila was behind those crates, he was sure of it. Winger raised his gun in front of him. The silver barrel shimmered in the low light. Winger and Mannion crept toward the end of the stack. Dix grasped the hoe with both hands and drew it back like it was a baseball bat. If Lila was behind those stacks, and they found her, maybe he could take a swing that could knock out the both of them before they could get a shot off. They took another step forward, and so did he. As Winger slowly peered around the stack, Dix brought his hands back and felt that familiar coil in his hips as he shifted his weight to his back leg. Winger swung around the corner, then his posture loosened, and he put the gun to his side.

“Nothing,” Winger said.

Winger and Mannion turned back toward Dix, who was frozen in a batting stance, his hoe raised in the air behind him, ready to bash their heads in. “Thought maybe you found something there and I had your backs,” Dix said. “Sometimes a hoe’ll do a gun’s job.”
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Lila lay motionless on the top of a crate stacked thirty feet in the air. She heard the three men on the ground below her but couldn’t make out what they were saying. After a few seconds she heard her dad’s laugh, followed by the sound of footsteps heading back out toward the exit door. She waited until she heard the door close, then swung her leg over the side of the crate and began her descent to the warehouse floor.

By the time she made it back to the house, most of the guests had been rounded up and stood agitated in the meeting room, lamenting their unsuccessful hunt. Lila spotted Dix in the far corner of the room and caught his eye. She nodded to him and mouthed, “Let’s go.” He nodded and started to make his way to her through the sea of doughy middle-aged men. Lila turned toward the exit and almost walked right into Mannion.

“Heading out?” Mannion asked.

“Yeah, got some things I have to take care of,” Lila said.

“If I hear anything about your mom, I’ll be sure to come looking for you,” he said.

“That’s very kind of you.”

Mannion held her eye contact. After a beat, Lila extended her hand. He shook it.

“Thanks for letting me use your shitter,” Lila said.







CHAPTER 17

LILA AND DIX didn’t speak until they were back on the highway headed toward town. Lila watched as the Mannion Farms sign grew smaller in the side-view mirror.

“Tell me you got it, ’cause we aren’t going back there,” Dix said. Lila reached in her pocket and pulled out the plastic tube containing the cotton swab. “Thank the good Lord. Were you in that warehouse when we came in?”

“On an almond crate thirty feet above you.”

Dix shook his head in disbelief. “You got a real flair for the dramatic. I thought I was gonna have to go at them with a hoe.”

“You weren’t going to do that.”

“The heck I wasn’t.”

“So, if they found me, you’re saying you were going to beat them to death with a hoe.”

“I don’t know about ‘to death,’ but I guess if it came to that,” Dix said. “You’re my daughter.”

Lila laughed. “Get the fuck out of here with that.”

“Okay, we can certainly disagree on the amount and quality of my parenting—”

“Or lack thereof.”

“That’s why I said ‘amount.’ Regardless of what you think, I know that I love you and I know that if two men were trying to bring harm to you I would, no question, beat them to death with a hoe.”

He smiled at Lila. She looked out her window and fiddled with a frayed piece of upholstery on her door. “Well, I think they probably would have shot you dead before that happened,” she said.

“No chance. One swing I would have taken them both down. I keep telling you. You ever read my scouting report from high school? It says, ‘Quick hands, generates tremendous power.’”

“I actually did read your scouting report and the thing I remember most was: ‘concerned about his maturity.’”

“What? That was really in there?”

The car lurched forward as the sound of metal compacting violently rang out. Lila was thrown toward the windshield. Her seat belt caught just before her face smashed into the dashboard and then yanked her backwards against her seat. The truck swerved hard to the left, into the oncoming lane. Lila put her hands against her door and tried to keep herself upright as she felt them tilt onto two wheels. Dix used his whole body to pull the steering wheel away from the skid and finally straightened them out. Lila turned and looked behind them through the back window. A truck was bearing down on them once more. Its two halogen high beams flooded their cab.

“Go! Go! Go! ” she screamed.

Dix flattened the gas pedal and the engine redlined. The truck slammed into them again. Dix was doing his best to keep them on the road as they rode the dusty shoulder. Lila reached into her pocket and held the plastic tube tightly.

“Can you see who it is?” Dix said.

Lila looked back over her shoulder. The headlights blinded her. She couldn’t make out much more than a shape in silhouette behind the steering wheel.

“I can’t really tell,” she said.

“How many people?” Dix said.

“I think just one.”

“Then it’s not Mannion and his group. They’d send a posse.”

“Then who the fuck is it?”

Dix turned and tried to get a look, then turned back around.

“It’s gotta be the Russians. I told you. They don’t forget,” Dix asked.

The truck slammed into them once more. It was more forceful than last time. The contents in the middle console were tossed up in the air, where for a moment they were weightless, then gravity reclaimed them, and they scattered around the cab like confetti. The Bronco went over the ragged gravel shoulder before Dix was able to straighten them out once more.

“I knew the moment you said the name Yuli, we shoulda just done a one-eighty,” Dix said. The truck behind them tried to pull alongside, but Dix swerved in front of them. “They’ve survived as a people by not forgetting or forgiving.”

Lila glanced behind her to see whether their pursuer was going to make another run at them. She looked at the speedometer on the dashboard. It sat at ninety-five and the Bronco shook like it feared for its life. Her side-view mirror lit up. The truck was attempting to come alongside them in the passing lane. Dix swerved in front of it to cut it off. Headlights came at them from oncoming traffic and Dix jerked the wheel, sending them back into their lane just as a sedan passed them. It let out an extended honk.

They blew past a road sign that read “Los Armarios, 9 Miles. Los Angeles, 237 Miles.”

Lila frantically searched the back seat and found a water bottle half filled with tobacco spit. She rolled down her window and flung it backwards in the air. It slammed on the windshield of the truck, causing it to swerve wildly.

“What in the heck are you doing? You’re gonna piss him off,” Dix said.

“What the fuck do you think he is right now?”

Their cab went dark, and Lila turned to see the truck had successfully pulled up alongside them. The driver hit the gas and pulled ahead of them and forced them to their right. They ran off the road and tore through the open desert. The Bronco bounced around the uneven terrain, haphazardly throwing Lila around the cab. She steadied herself just in time to see they were barreling right toward a rock formation. Dix slammed on the brakes and dust exploded from underneath them as a wall of granite bedrock came at them. Lila threw her hands in front of her face. She hoped for a quick death; maybe a slab of stone would be propelled through the windshield and through her skull. The tires skidded against the dirt, enveloping them in a cloud of dust. The Bronco slid forward, then finally came to a stop. Lila opened her eyes. She couldn’t see anything outside.

It was quiet for a moment. Dix let out a cough. Lila heard a rap at Dix’s window.

“Get the fuck out,” a voice said.







CHAPTER 18

LILA OPENED HER door and stepped out into the dusty haze. She could see the barrel of a rifle pointed at her but she couldn’t yet make out the face of its owner.

“You owe me for a whole-house water filter, you fuck.”

Rich stepped through the particulate, in his same mesh Fresno State Bulldogs hat. He was holding a rifle at them, with another rifle strapped to his back.

“Rich, you have no idea how happy I am to see you, my friend,” said Dix.

“Well, you shouldn’t be, motherfucker.”

“Rich? Are you fucking kidding me?” Lila said.

Dix moved toward Rich, who quickly trained his rifle on him.

“Rich, we discussed this. You gave me a week to get you that money. It’s been three days. Three days does not a week make.”

Rich turned his head and spit on the ground.

“Well, I changed my mind when I got a text saying you were at a fucking fundraiser. If you think you can go about town giving away money before I get my money you are sadly fucking mistaken.”

“I don’t know who told you that, but I can tell you that my daughter and I were there on a bit of a reconnaissance mission. Not trying to tug at your heartstrings here, but a few days ago, her mom—”

Rich fired his rifle and the ground beneath Dix’s feet exploded in a cloud of dirt, splattering against the side of the truck.

“Give him his money—he’s gonna shoot you in the fucking head,” Lila said.

“Listen to your kid,” Rich said.

“Nobody is shooting anybody. Put down the rifle and—”

Rich fired another shot, this time just to the side of Dix’s head. He stumbled back just a bit.

“Next one goes through your forehead,” Rich said.

“You know what? Now that I think of it, I actually have an envelope in my truck with your money in it. Let me go get it.”

Dix moved toward the truck; Rich took a step toward him.

“She gets it. I don’t trust your weasel ass.”

Dix looked to Lila and motioned toward the cab of the Bronco. “There’s a Sports Illustrated tucked under the driver’s seat with some money inside it. Just hand it to him.”

“Why don’t you use a bank?” Lila said as she opened the driver’s-side door.

“I’ll take that under consideration. Just give him the magazine.”

Lila steadied herself with one hand on the roof of the truck and reached her arm under the driver’s seat. Her face hovered over the seat and the smell of sweat and tobacco juice was overpowering. She felt around the various plastic housings until she brushed against the unmistakable texture of a Sports Illustrated magazine cover. It was tucked tightly under the seat. She dislodged it and gently guided it out. It was a 2019 Major League Baseball Preview. On the cover was San Diego Padres third baseman Manny Machado with the headline “Who’s Your Padre?”

Lila took out the stack of money and riffled through it. It was mostly hundreds, which made for quick work. She passed two thousand, the stack of bills left to count was getting smaller, and then she reached three thousand.

“Look, it’s about four K, so just hand him—”

“Thirty-one hundred. Thirty-two hundred. Thirty-three hundred,” Lila said, continuing her count.

There were three bills left in her hand.

Lila fanned them out.

Two twenties.

One ten.

She looked up at Dix.

“Three thousand three hundred and fifty dollars,” she said.

Rich snatched the money from her hand. “That’ll do,” he said. He climbed into his truck and peeled back out onto the road.

Thirty-three hundred and fifty dollars. It was the exact sum taken from Mattie’s bank account right before she disappeared. Lila felt lightheaded. Everything around her went quiet, as if someone suddenly muted a television.

“Well, there goes my rainy-day fund, but I guess at least he and I are square, huh?” Dix said.

“Three thousand three hundred fifty dollars,” she said. The words came from a pit in her stomach.

“Lot of cash, I know, but I had no choice,” Dix said.

“Bullshit,” she snapped. “Thirty-three hundred and fifty dollars! Thirty-three hundred and fifty dollars, which is exactly, to the fucking dollar, the amount of money taken out of my mom’s account. And you just happen to have it stashed under your fucking seat?”

“Okay, hold on—”

“You took her money…”

“I did not take her money,” Dix said. He put his hands up in front of him like someone with a gun pointed at them.

“You took her money. You took—why did you—where’s my mom?!” Lila grabbed Dix’s shirt with her fists. “Why did you take her fucking money!”

“You’re jumping to conclusions, okay, and I think—”

“Don’t you fucking lie to me!”

“Okay! That’s her money!” Dix said. “It is. But I swear on everything it’s not what you think. If you’ll just calm down for a second and let me explain.” He took hold of her wrists and tried to guide them back to her sides.

“Don’t touch me.”

Lila yanked her hands free of Dix, put them on her head, and looked toward the sky.

“I can’t fucking believe…”

“Listen to me, now. Let me just—”

“Oh my God. You came to her apartment. I saw it on the video, you came to her apartment.”

“Hold on, now, I—”

“Did you…” Lila couldn’t form the words on her first try. She felt a wave of nausea come over her. She put her hands to her forehead, then slid them back over her head. “Did you kill her? Did you kill my mom?” she sputtered.

“No! I didn’t kill her. And I don’t know what happened to her. I would never hurt your mother. Never. Okay?”

“You just sat there and pretended like you didn’t know what the fuck this money was and what happened to her and this whole fucking time you knew? You knew. You fucking knew.”

“It’s not what you think.”

“Stop saying that.”

“I was trying to help her.”

“Stop it. Just—stop it. Get away from me.”

Lila turned away from him, but he walked back in front of her.

“Look, I understand how that might seem at odds with her being into the wind and me having three grand of her money. But I really was trying to help her. I lied when I said I hadn’t talked to her in years. Okay? I did lie. About a year ago, I saw her out in front of the grocery store. She was totally spaced out. Spouting all kinds of crazy stuff, goofier than all get out. I got her in the car, I took her back to her apartment. She was in some kinda way.” Dix looked at the ground and rubbed the back of his head. “I told her I’d check on her the next day. Then maybe a week after that, too. I was worried she was gonna hurt herself. So then it started being a thing. Every month or so, I’d go see how she was or she’d come stop by my place. We’d shoot the breeze for a bit. Wasn’t much more than that, but I don’t know, she’s such a sweet lady. I always liked talking to her. At least I did when she was feeling okay, you know?” Dix looked away. It was the closest she’d ever seen to his expressing shame. “And she seemed like she was doing better. She really did. Then about a month or so ago, she showed up at my house. Seemed shook. It was like that way she gets, but, I don’t know, dialed up to ten. Said she came into some money and she wanted to give me some to fix the sewer pipe in my front yard. I asked her how she came into the money and she said she couldn’t tell me.”

Lila shook her head. “No. Bullshit.”

“It’s the truth.” He looked at Lila directly and held her eye contact until she looked away. “I held on to the money for a bit, and I will admit, I absolutely considered keeping it. I did. But it just didn’t sit right. And if you want me to be completely honest, I was worried the money was dirty and somebody’d come after me for it. So I came over to her apartment with that envelope to give it back to her, but she wasn’t there. That’s what I’m doing on that video. And I didn’t tell the cops when they picked me up because of the face you’re making right now. And because Bonsall was looking for a reason to jam me.” Dix stood quietly, his eyes scanning her face. Lila looked out at the mountains.

“Why would I ever believe a fucking thing you say?”

“Because it’s the truth. I should have told you earlier. I should have. I was just worried it looked bad. But, honest to God, I don’t know where your mom is and I’d do anything to help you find her.”

Lila closed her eyes. A small breeze blew across her face.

“I hope you know I wouldn’t do something like this to you,” he said.

Lila turned back around. She took a step toward him.

“You wouldn’t do something like this to me? What the fuck are you talking about? You’ve only ever hurt me. Ever. That’s our entire fucking relationship. You hurt me and you hurt me and you hurt me. It’s the only thing I can count on you to do.” She could feel tears begin to form. She closed her eyes and fought them back. She wouldn’t let him have that.

“I was in prison,” Dix said.

“Yes, and when you got out you hurt me the most. I had no one. You left me to fucking rot.”

“I had to get my life together,” Dix said.

“You had to? I was a kid. I was your kid.”

Dix turned away and shook his head. If there were words, for once he couldn’t find them. Lila looked down at her hands, which had curled into fists without her noticing.

“You have never wanted to take care of anything in this world but yourself. I knew I shouldn’t have come here. I knew I should have just stayed away.” Lila looked at him. He suddenly seemed like an old man. Frail and weak. “It’s funny, every time I’d move somewhere new they’d ask me what happened to my parents. I’d say my mom is sick and do you know what I’d say about you? I’d say you were dead. Because I wished so badly that you were. Not because I hated you, but because I dreamed that maybe, maybe if you were dead, you’d stop hurting me.”

She turned away from him and walked toward the highway.







CHAPTER 19

LILA HAD WALKED about three miles before the adrenaline wore off. She remembered the small plastic vial in her pocket. She took out her cell and called Sheriff Bonsall and told him she’d been successful—she had the sample from the pesticide tanks. He must have been too excited to ask her why she’d needed him to pick her up on the side of a remote stretch of highway until he pulled up next to her.

“Where’s your father?” Bonsall asked, as she got into the passenger seat of his black-and-white SUV.

“I don’t know. We got into a disagreement.”

“About what?”

“Same shit as always. Can you take me to my car? It’s parked at his house.” She stared out her passenger window.

“Sure,” he said. “Where are you headed?”

“I’m leaving. Going back home,” she said.
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The porch light was on at Dix’s house when Bonsall pulled up. Lila reached for the car keys in her pocket and slid out of the SUV the moment it stopped.

“Hey,” he said, before she closed the door. “You did good work. We’re going to find your mom. I’ll call you as soon as I know anything.”

Lila closed the door. Bonsall drove off and Lila walked to her car. Dix’s truck was parked alongside hers. She could hear the TV on in Dix’s house, the muffled din of a baseball game. She opened the door to her car, then stopped and looked at the house: the chipped stucco walls, the sagging gutter that was held in place by an overgrowth of bougainvillea. The acrid smell of the broken sewer pipe was still present. This was the last time she’d see this place. She had said that before, but she would keep her promise this time. She got in her car, started up the engine, and headed back toward the highway.
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She was about seventy miles outside of Los Armarios when her phone rang. It was Arturo. She hit the speaker function and set the phone on her thigh.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey,” Arturo said. “Just checking in.”

“I’ll be back to work tomorrow,” she said.

“I was just calling to see if everything is okay with your family,” he said.

“It is what it is.”

Silence. Arturo never pried. She had always appreciated that about him. Even from the first moment she met him. The day she stepped off a bus in Fresno when she was thirteen years old. Dix had given her a piece of paper with Arturo’s name and number on it. She walked through the crowded bus station holding a worn Cincinnati Reds duffel with her clothes in it. She realized that her dad hadn’t told her what the man picking her up looked like. Faces brushed past her in every direction, fuzzy blobs moving quickly around her. She suddenly felt brittle, like if she took a deep breath she might shatter into a thousand pieces. A shoulder brushed past her, knocking her off balance. She dropped her duffel, then kneeled to pick it up, but someone else got to it first.

“Lila?” a deep voice said. She looked up to see Arturo. He helped her up. “Follow me,” he said. He took her bag and carried it to his car and she thought if she had to talk, if she had to make a single sound, she’d combust. They walked silently to his car and that silence remained through the drive. Finally, twenty minutes later, he parked in front of a modest single-story house on a residential street.

“I’m supposed to take you to the place you’re gonna be living, but you look pretty tired,” he said. “If you want, you can crash in my guest room and I’ll take you over there to sort everything out tomorrow.” When he said that she could breathe again. She was so thankful for that moment. That he had allowed her to just stay silent.

It was the same silence he was affording her now, and it felt like kindness. Tears began to fall down her face. The sky was moonless and the night was an inky black. The highway was empty. The sound from her speakerphone crackled.

“You need more time?” Arturo asked.

“No,” she said, collecting herself.

“Okay. I need someone at a showcase tomorrow in Thousand Oaks if you can make it.”

“I can make it. Should be home tonight,” she said.

“Okay, well, I’ll email you the info and talk to you in the morning.”

Lila hung up the phone and settled into her seat for the lengthy drive. The sound of her lone car on the highway was almost hypnotic. She loved to drive at night without anything but the sound of her tires on the road.

An explosion broke the silence. Before she could process what had happened, her car careened hard left and jumped the shoulder. She grabbed the steering wheel and tried to get some semblance of control, but it didn’t matter. The car fishtailed wildly. The front tires caught. For a moment she felt weightless and it was perfectly silent, and then her whole world rotated. She was upside down. The last thing she remembered was the sound of gnarled metal and splintered glass.







CHAPTER 20

“LILA BEAN, RISE and shine, I got a question for you,” Dix said.

Lila used her pillow to shield her face from a ray of early morning sun that had snuck through the old blinds in her bedroom. Her dad stood above her.

“Daddy, you said you’d move the bed so the sun didn’t hit me in my eyes.” She turned away from the window and attempted to fall back asleep.

“I’m gonna. But I have a very important question that I need an answer to.”

“What is it?”

“Have you ever had a pizookie?”

“What’s a pizookie?”

“It’s a pizza cookie. They take a pizza tin and they put cookie dough in it and bake it and then they put a big old scoop of ice cream on top of it.”

This got Lila’s attention. She rolled back over and looked at him.

“The cookie’s as big as a pizza?”

“Yup.”

“I want that,” she said.

“I figured you might. So I was thinking tonight we’d go get one.”

“But it’s not my birthday,” she said.

“It doesn’t have to be your birthday for me to take you to do something fun,” Dix said.

“We just don’t usually do fun stuff if it’s not my birthday.”

Dix’s face contorted in objection.

“What? If that were true, which it is not, it’s only ’cause I didn’t get to see you that much because you were living with Mama. But now you’re living with me until alllllll the way until next season starts, so get ready for fun city. Population: you.”

A big smile spread across Lila’s face.

“Now get your clothes on. We’re already an hour late for school.” Dix gave her a pat on the arm.

“I’m on spring break.”

“You are?”

“Yeah.”

“Oh. Well… I gotta do a couple things today, so hang out. You know where the cereal is, don’t touch anything dangerous, and I’ll be back in a few. And then it’s pizookie time.”

“A few” ended up being around eight hours. Lila spent the morning watching daytime game shows. There were no toys in the house, so when the local news came on, she took a screwdriver from Dix’s toolbox and disassembled his Ken Griffey Jr. bobblehead, then put it back together with the arms in place of the legs, and vice versa. Around lunch time she looked through the fridge and found a package of Buddig’s sliced turkey behind a tub of protein powder with a flexed bicep on the front. She ate the turkey with some crackers she found in the cabinet and washed it down with a room-temperature Squirt. After that she found a couple crayons and some paper and drew the most complex maze she could conjure. Then she waited thirty minutes in hopes she’d forget how to solve it. She did not. When Dix came home at 5 p.m. she was half draped over his big arm chair, letting her hair and arms dangle below. True to his word, he scooped up Lila and they headed down to RJ’s Bar and Grill.

When Lila walked into anywhere in Los Armarios with her dad, it was intoxicating. Everyone who saw him lit up with joy. Laughs filled the air, and whatever the mood had been, it was always improved when Dix walked in. Dix led Lila to a big black leather booth at RJ’s. She slid over to the middle and opened the big laminated menu. Before she could even ask, the waitress put a Shirley Temple in front of her and a Jack Daniel’s and soda in front of Dix.

“Wow, would you look at that?” Dix said. “That’s what I call service. What do you say, Lila?”

“Thank you,” she said to the waitress.

“My pleasure. Your daddy told me you hate pizookies. Is that true? ” she said.

“I told her no such thing. You can’t trust this one.” Dix laughed and leaned back and put his arms along the top of the booth.

Lila didn’t totally understand what was going on, but she could feel she was part of a performance. Pepperoni pizza came shortly, along with two more Shirley Temples and multiple visits from the waitress. Dix seemed to have the perfect bit of conversation at the ready for each visit. The waitress always left the table floating. When Lila had eaten as much pizza as she could, the waitress arrived with the pizookie. It was the most glorious thing Lila had ever seen. The smell of warm chocolate and vanilla ice cream hit her so powerfully that she began salivating almost instantly. The pizza tin was as big as her face and the ice cream sat in three giant scoops that had begun to melt, leaving a series of sugary rivers that snaked their way across the top of the cookie.

Lila noticed there were three spoons. The waitress sat down next to Dix.

“All right then. You attack from the front and her and me will clean up whatever you miss,” Dix said, handing Lila her spoon.

“I thought it was for me,” Lila said.

Dix threw his head back and laughed. “Don’t worry, we won’t get in your way,” he said.

Lila dug her spoon in and began to methodically eat the monstrosity from the center out. She noticed Dix’s right arm slide from the ridge of the booth down around the shoulder of the waitress.

“You have a very nice daddy,” the waitress said.

Lila nodded as she jammed her spoon back into the tin.

“Is it cool to have a daddy that’s a professional baseball player?” the waitress asked.

“He’s still in the minors,” Lila said, wrestling with a giant bite.

“She keeps me humble,” Dix said.

Lila couldn’t finish the pizookie, but she came close. She considered trying to polish it off, but the thought of trying to shove one more bite down her throat made her a little sick. Dix downed the last of a cocktail and pulled out a few one-dollar bills in his pocket and put them on the table in front of Lila.

“Go get some quarters and have yourself a time in the arcade,” he said.

Lila scooped up the ones and happily obliged, leaving Dix and the waitress alone in the booth.

It was a personal best Pac-Man performance—one of those games where every turn she made was the right one. By the time she’d used up all her quarters she hadn’t realized how late it was. The sugar had worn off and suddenly her eyelids felt heavy. She looked around and saw busboys cleaning up tables and kitchen staff wiping down surfaces. There was almost no one left in the restaurant save for a few people closing up checks. She looked at a clock fixed to the wall above the bar and it was almost 10 p.m. She looked for her dad, but their booth was empty. Nothing remained on the table, not even the condiment stand. A bolt of adrenaline ran through her until she saw her dad walking up with the waitress.

“You ready to blow this joint?” Dix said.

“Yeah,” Lila said.

“We’re gonna give my friend here a ride home, you got any objections?” Dix asked.

Lila genuinely considered it for a moment. “I guess not.”

The waitress and Dix laughed, although Lila wasn’t sure what was funny.

She crawled into the backseat of the car. The seats were still warm from sitting in the Central Valley sun all afternoon. Dix put a Tom Petty CD into the player on his dash and “American Girl” began playing. Within just a couple minutes, Lila had fallen asleep.

She woke to the sound of the waitress giggling in the front seat of the cab. They were on the highway, moving at a pretty good clip. Lila didn’t feel like she’d been out long.

“All right, all right. It kills me to say this, but you should probably keep your hands to yourself, my kid’s in the backseat,” Dix said.

Lila kept her eyes closed. She heard the waitress turn around.

“She’s asleep,” the waitress said.

“I’ll come over tomorrow. I’ll bring a box of chocolates like a gentleman,” Dix said with a chuckle.

Lila heard the clanking of a metal belt buckle.

“Come on, now, this is outright defiance,” Dix said.

Lila opened her eyes just the tiniest bit. She saw the waitress reach across the middle console, where her hand landed in Dix’s lap. Lila’s sight line was cut off by the back of Dix’s seat. She couldn’t see what was happening but suddenly it got very quiet. She heard her dad breathing in a way she’d never heard before. It was vulnerable. Lila’s face felt warm and she got the overwhelming sense that whatever was happening was something private. Something she wasn’t supposed to see. She quickly shut her eyes again, but she could still hear her dad breathing in that way. She wished she could fall back asleep. She closed her eyes as tightly as she could.

The world lit up. In an instant it went from darkness to what felt like daylight. She opened her eyes and was blinded by two bright yellow globes beating down on the windshield in front of them. A horn blasted and its thunderous trumpet vibrated through the truck. The metal in the car rattled. Lila shut her eyes tightly. The waitress screamed. It wasn’t like any scream Lila had heard before. It felt like something she should never hear. Like it had been locked up in a box somewhere deep and it wasn’t ever supposed to get out. She kept her eyes shut. Gravity changed. She was pulled back against her seat and then it changed again. She was thrown forward. The world began tilting in every which way. Lila heard the roof tear from the chassis, like a tin can being opened. And still she kept her eyes closed. The world spun so fast it seemed like maybe it would never stop. She was thrown one more time. She couldn’t tell in what direction. Then it stopped. She smelled burnt metal. There was a ringing in her ears. It was high-pitched but full, and it drowned out all other sounds. She smelled smoke and gasoline and something else. A smell that was foreign but somehow familiar. It was hot. Some of it was on her face. Bile rushed into her mouth and she threw up on herself. But she kept her eyes closed. The ringing in her ears subsided and it was replaced by a single sound: Something was dripping above her, onto her seat. Like a water faucet that hadn’t quite been shut off. She could hear her father groan in pain but she still couldn’t bring herself to open her eyes.

“Lila…” he said, softly, as if that was the most he could muster. “Lila, are you okay?”

She opened her eyes. For a moment, she couldn’t understand what she was looking at. What was this thing in front of her? Was it a person? She rubbed her eyes and looked again. Really looked. It was contorted and slack and inhuman.

“Close your eyes,” Dix said. “Don’t look at her. Don’t look,” he said.
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“Are you okay?” a voice said. Lila heard the scratch of a CB radio. “We got a female, maybe early thirties, single-car crash.”

Lila’s eyes slowly opened. Everything was shifting in and out of focus, like a camera that couldn’t decide whether the subject was in the foreground or background. She could smell the burnt chemical odor of the deflated airbag.

“Ma’am, are you okay?” the voice shouted once more. She slowly turned to her left to a police officer who was peering in from her shattered driver’s-side window. “Paramedics are on their way, but can you tell me how you’re feeling?” he asked.

Lila took stock of her body. She started from the top of her head and slowly made her way down through her midsection and finally her toes. Things throbbed, others stung, but she could move everything.

She tried to speak but her throat caught, and she coughed up a bit of whatever had settled in it.

“I think I’m okay,” she said. “What happened?”

“Looks like you blew a tire and flipped your car. I think I drove up on you right after it happened.”

“My tire blew,” she said aloud, mostly to herself. In the distance she heard the wail of a siren.

“Paramedics are coming. They’re gonna take you to the hospital and get you checked out,” he said. “Can you get out of the vehicle?”

Lila unbuckled her seat belt and tried to open the door, but it only moved a few inches. The patrolman yanked on the door with all his weight, producing an unbearable grinding of metal that permeated Lila’s skull. Finally the door flew open. Lila put her feet on the ground and sat for a moment, her hands on her knees. She accepted the officer’s hand and stood up. She took a breath, just to make sure she actually could. She turned and looked at the car. The roof and driver’s side were crumpled like an unmade bed.

“You got somebody that can meet you at the hospital?”

“What hospital are they gonna take me to?” she said, massaging her lower back.

“Los Armarios Memorial.”
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“Well, you’re a lucky duck. Everything checked out. You’re good to go,” the doctor said.

Lila stood up from the exam chair. “How long is my face gonna stay fucked up, you think?” she said, touching a cut that ran across her cheek.

“I’m not a dermatologist.”

“You can’t toss out a guess?”

The doctor scratched his temple and frowned slightly. “Do you have someone here to pick you up?”

“Yeah.”

Lila walked out into the ER waiting room to find Arturo leaning back in an orange Formica chair. He had his hat over his eyes. She gently nudged his foot with hers and he jostled awake. He lifted his cap and looked up at her.

“Thanks for coming,” she said.

“I need a coffee,” he said.
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Lila sat opposite Arturo in a booth at Silver Nuggets Diner, across from a sign that said “24 Hour Hot Showers In The Back.” Arturo sipped from a steaming mug of impossibly black coffee.

“Thank you again,” Lila said.

“I don’t think I can drink this,” he said, then took another sip.

“If I could have called someone else, I would have.”

“No, no, happy to do it,” he said. “What’re you gonna do about your car?”

“They took it away to a salvage yard. It’s totaled.”

Arturo took another sip of his coffee and winced. Lila caressed the scrape that traced her cheekbone to see if it was bloody, which it wasn’t.

“You sure you’re okay?” he said.

“Yeah, they said I’m fine. Thought maybe I’d get lucky and die from internal bleeding, but they said my piss was unfortunately pristine.”

“Don’t say stuff like that,” he said.

“The piss part or hoping for death?”

Arturo emptied a sugar packet into his coffee. “So your tire just up and blew, huh?”

“That’s what they said. My dad had ‘his guy’ come and put new tires on, so, not all that surprising.”

“You call your dad?” he asked.

Lila fiddled with a paper napkin in front of her, folding it over on itself. “I think I’m done with all that,” she said.

They sat quietly once more. Lila continued to fold and unfold the napkin in front of her. “He’s gonna ask me,” Arturo said.

“You can tell him whatever you want to tell him.”

Arturo nodded, then sipped his coffee. Lila looked at him. They had never been close but neither of them had wanted that. When her dad had asked him to check in on her from time to time when she was living in the group home in Fresno, he had done that. When she needed a job to pay her bills, he offered her one. There was never any sentimentality around it. It felt utilitarian. But it still took effort. And for all the grief her father had put Arturo through, it didn’t make sense that he would go out of his way to help Lila.

She leaned back against the booth. A solitary waiter was marrying ketchups at the counter.

“Why do you still talk to him?” Lila said. Arturo pushed his coffee to the side.

“Your dad?”

“Yeah.”

“What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean. He fucked up your life.”

“I like my life just fine,” he said.

“He’s the reason the Reds fired you.”

“He’s not the reason the Reds fired me.”

“Come on. You pushed them to draft him. I know the story.” Lila tossed the napkin aside. Arturo sat back, then picked up his keys and put them in his jacket pocket.

“I’m glad you’re feeling better. We’ll talk another—”

“They didn’t want to draft him and you pushed them to do it and then he gets into a car accident and kills a woman giving him a hand job and it embarrasses the whole fucking organization and a week later you’re fired. That’s not a coincidence.”

“You’ve had a rough night. I should take you to wherever you’re going.”

“I’m just trying to understand. He fucked up your life, why do you still talk to him?”

“He didn’t get me fired,” he said. “I made a strong case for him to the GM. I took a risk and so they took him. That’s on me, not him.”

“That is an incredibly charitable way of looking at it,” Lila said.

“If I held a grudge against every player I liked that didn’t pan out I’d be the angriest man in California.”

Arturo motioned for a check from the waiter, who nodded and walked to the register.

“I don’t know what you ever saw in him. He was a bad pick.”

“Well, hindsight and whatnot,” he said.

“I’m not talking about the accident. Pure talent alone, he was never making the big leagues.”

“That we’ll never know.”

“I do know. He was never making it.”

“This is what you want to talk about?” Arturo asked.

“I used to stare at his old minor league stats. He crushed that low A ball pitching, but he struggled in high A, even worse in double A.”

“Put up power numbers at every level.”

“’Cause he swung out of his ass every pitch. Home runs or nothing. It was gonna get worse. He wasn’t gonna figure it out.”

Arturo scratched his beard and looked back over to the counter where the waiter was still at the register. “He was never going to be the player that I thought he might be, that’s true,” he said. “But that’s the tough part about being a scout; you have to look at a young person and decide what they could become. What the best version of them might be. And then, most times, they fall short.”

“I know that. That’s why you can’t just give a pass to all the signs that they’re gonna be a fuckup.”

Arturo chewed on that. It didn’t seem like he was searching for what to say, rather if he should say it.

“I guess I’d say that if you’re only ever looking for all the ways a player can let you down, that’s all you’ll ever see,” he said. “And then if a player comes around that could change the future of your whole franchise, you’ll miss it. So I try and let go of the ones that disappoint me so I can find that one who won’t. Because if I’m not trying to find that player, then what the hell’s the point?”

He eased himself out of the booth. “I’m gonna use the bathroom and then you tell me where you want me to drop you,” he said. He padded down a long hallway. Lila was alone.







CHAPTER 21

LILA STOOD AT the front desk of Leisure Inn Los Armarios and looked out the unwashed glass windows. The morning sun had crept over the mountains in the distance and it bathed her in warm light. She had forgotten about the early mornings in Los Armarios and how beautiful they could be. That hour before the sun remembered it was supposed to beat you into submission and just softly blanketed the world. She closed her eyes as it warmed her face. When she was younger she would close her eyes and pretend that when she opened them, she’d get to start over. That everything up until that point in her life had been wiped clean and the world had not made any decisions about Lila Dixon. There were no mistakes or scars, just wonderful possibilities.

“You all right, lady?”

Lila opened her eyes. The front desk clerk at the motel handed her back her credit card.

“Yeah, I’m good.”

“You know checkout’s not ’til ten. You got an hour.”

“Thanks, but it’s okay,” she said.

“Just seems silly to pay for a full night if you check in at four in the morning.”

“It did what I needed it to do,” she replied.

The clerk leaned toward her and whispered, “No judgment, but this isn’t that kind of hotel, okay? Next time you wanna take in a john you do it somewhere else.”

“I’m not a hooker. I was in a car accident late last night and—just give me the bill,” she said.

Arturo had offered to take her all the way back to Valencia. He had a meeting in Los Angeles the next day anyway, but Lila told him to leave her in Los Armarios. She couldn’t totally articulate why that felt like the right move. She had no leads left on her mom’s disappearance. Everything she knew, she’d turned over to Sheriff Bonsall. All that was left for her to do now was wait for him to call her with what he’d found. She could have easily done that back in Valencia and carried on with life as she waited for an update. If anything, being farther away from Los Armarios would have been better for her. But when she thought about going back home, she felt the anger inside her. It had been there long before her mom went missing. It had been there for so long, she couldn’t remember a time when she didn’t carry it. It was an anger born here. And the thought of leaving Los Armarios made it feel like that anger was something she would permanently carry. Maybe she always would carry it. But she decided if she was ever going to be able to put it down, it would be here, in Los Armarios, where it began.

[image: ]
She stood in front of the door to her dad’s house. The only sound was a single sprinkler down the street. She hadn’t been inside this house for over twenty years. This had been a point of pride for her, a badge of honor pinned to her chest that only she could see. She stared at the silver knocker. She needed only to grab it and let Dix know she wanted to come inside. Could she do that? It seemed simple and yet she remained motionless. She was reaching for the knocker when the door opened. Dix stood wearing a Charleston Alley Cats minor league baseball hoodie. Startled, he took a step back. “Holy Moses, you scared the heck out of me,” he said. “How long you been standing there?”

“I don’t know, maybe a minute,” she replied.

“Were you gonna knock?”

“I think eventually, yeah.”

“What happened to your face?”

“Your tire guy fucking sucks.”

“Was there a problem with the tires? Because I got no problem going down there and making him put on a brand-new set.”

“No, that’s—that’s not why I came.”

Dix’s straightened up. “Did the sheriff call? We got a lead on somebody?” he said.

“No. Look, I came here to say goodbye,” Lila said.

“Oh, you heading back today?” he asked.

“Yes. But I’m saying goodbye for good,” Lila said.

Dix leaned against the door frame. “What do you mean, for good?”

“I mean this is the last time we are going to see each other.”

Dix stared at her silently for a moment. She could feel him studying her face.

“Look, I understand you being PO’d. I honestly do. And I wanted to say, genuinely, no BS, that I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about your mom giving me that money,” he said.

“Okay.”

“No, it’s not okay,” he said.

“I didn’t say it was okay. I just said, ‘Okay.’”

“Oh. Okay.”

“Look, I’m not looking for you to apologize for things, or look at them differently, or anything like that,” Lila said. “I’m just here because for whatever reason, I felt like I couldn’t just leave and never see you again without standing in front of you and saying goodbye. So, this is that.”

Dix looked at her skeptically.

“Nah, we’ll see each other again,” he said.

“No. I’m telling you that we won’t.”

“We’ve had some tough moments, little time off here and there, but we always find our way back.”

“This time, though, we won’t,” Lila said.

“Okay, well, agree to disagree.”

“No, there’s nothing to—” Lila cut herself off and took a breath. “Sure. Agree to disagree.”

Dix put his hand on her shoulder. “Listen, since you’re heading back today, I have something I’d like you to have. Would you mind coming inside for a second while I find it?”

He gave her a smile. She’d always felt like his smiles were his currency. He used them to purchase everything he might need. They were transactional. This smile felt different to her. It felt like it was something just for her to have, without strings attached.

“Okay,” she said. Dix moved out of the doorway and motioned with his hand like a maître d’ welcoming someone into a restaurant. Lila walked in.

The house was much smaller than she remembered. She set foot into a small entryway taken up mostly by a few pairs of dusty work boots. She stopped before walking into the living room before her. The dark wood-paneled walls of the living room were adorned with all kinds of baseball paraphernalia. On the far wall above the couch was a framed jersey from Dix’s minor league days. Flanking it on either side were various trophies and signed baseballs in little plastic cases. To her right was a worn leather recliner that he had once presented to her like it was a prized marlin he’d caught. The indentations in the cushions and discoloration in the leather almost perfectly outlined his frame, as if an invisible version of Dix was sitting there at all times. She noticed a single picture on a small shelf above the recliner. She moved toward it to take a closer look. It was of Lila and Dix. In the photo she was three or four years old, sitting on his big broad shoulders and laughing as she covered his eyes with her hands. She had no memory of this. She wondered why, of all the pictures, this was the one he’d chosen to display so prominently. She wanted to ask him, but she swallowed the thought. She set the picture back on the shelf and stood in the middle of the room and waited, as Dix rummaged through a large brown cardboard box that he’d pulled out of a small closet in the hallway leading to the back bedrooms.

“You want something to drink? Coffee?” he asked.

“I’m good,” she said.

He continued rummaging through the box.

“You going back to work?”

“I guess.”

“I was talking to a guy the other day, telling him what you do, he thought it was so cool.”

“Tell him it makes me want to walk into the fucking ocean.”

“Oh, come on now. I know the traveling isn’t a blast, but you get paid to watch baseball.”

“I don’t like baseball.”

Dix stopped looking through the papers and turned around to face her.

“That is absolutely not true. You used to sit on your mama’s lap and watch my games.”

“I was three.”

“No, you were paying attention to the game. And every time I looked over you were smiling. I saw it with my own eyes.”

“I was probably smiling because my dad was looking at me,” Lila said.

Dix looked as if he wanted to say something but couldn’t find the words. He turned back around to the stack of papers and continued going through it. “Boom. Here we go.” He held a single piece of paper triumphantly. The paper was a faded canary yellow and the corners were frayed. “You know what this is?”

“No.”

“This is something very special. It’s my very first contract that I signed, when I was drafted in the third round by the Cincinnati Reds,” he said. “And I want you to have it.” He handed her the paper. She studied it for a moment.

“This isn’t your contract.”

“What? Sure it is. It says Cincinnati Reds at the top and has the logo and all the gobbledygook and then my signature right at the bottom,” Dix said, poking the paper with his index finger at the chicken scratch that constituted his signature.

“Yes. It’s a waiver that says you’ll provide your own cleats and that they can’t be held liable if you’re injured because of them.”

Dix snatched the paper back from Lila and read it over.

“Take care, Dad,” she said. She took one last look at him and this place. It had once loomed so large: the home where she’d always wanted to feel welcome. Now it felt small and feeble, like a strong wind might blow the whole thing down and him along with it. She looked again at the picture of her on the wall. This was goodbye. She turned to leave. Dix had lifted the box onto the counter that led to the kitchen. His back was to her as he continued looking through the contents. She wondered if there was anything left to say. Anything she might regret not saying. Then something in the kitchen behind him caught her eye. She walked past Dix and thick carpet gave way to the old tile floor of the dated open kitchen. She approached the counter next to the stove, and in the midst of spices and bottles, behind a can of chewing tobacco and an empty spit cup, sat a lighthouse figurine. It looked so out of place, like a person in a crowd trying desperately to be noticed.

“I could have sworn this was the contract, but it might be in another box,” Dix said. “Can you give me two secs?”

“Where did you get that lighthouse?” Lila asked. She picked it up and inspected it. It looked just like the one her mother used to leave on her bedside table.

“That is… the first I’ve seen it,” Dix said.

“You’ve never seen it before?”

“I swear to you.”

“It didn’t just appear,” Lila said.

“We agree there. But I’m telling you, I’ve never seen it.”

“It’s sitting on your counter.”

“Well, yeah, but I got a lot of bottles and whatnot on my counter.” Dix set down the papers in his hand and walked into the kitchen. He picked up a small bottle with a brown liquid in it and looked at the label. “Look at this; hoisin sauce. No recollection of owning or purchasing this, and yet here it is.”

“This has to be Mom’s.”

“She must have brought it one of the times she came over,” Dix said.

“Why would she do that?” Lila asked.

“I do not know. Your mom did a lot of things for reasons unknown.”

“Are you lying to me?”

Dix put his hand to his heart like a witness being sworn in.

“I swear on the life of my child—no, I swear on my own life—I do not know why that is in my house. You just caught me lying, and I’m not looking to go double or nothing, okay? Can I see it?” Dix asked. He reached for it. As Lila yanked it away, she felt something jostle inside of it.

There was something inside the lighthouse. Of course there was. Lila didn’t hold the same anger for her mom that she did for Dix. At least her mother had tried before she failed. Lila had borne witness to all her mother’s efforts, abysmal as they were. She saw those efforts collapse in real time over and over and over again. This lighthouse was the symbol of those efforts. Sometimes the best her mother could do was disappear and leave a little something inside the lighthouse next to her bed for Lila. A little money. Sometimes just a note that said, “I love you.” But there was always something. Unlike Dix, Mattie never made promises to Lila. She knew she couldn’t keep them. Which is why the one promise she did make, Lila never forgot.


If you ever wake up and I’m gone, open this and there will be something inside to keep you safe, I promise.



Lila inspected the statuette. Holding it brought back all those times when she was alone in their apartment, wondering what might be inside this little figurine that felt like the only thing that tethered her to the world.

She held the base of the lighthouse and carefully unscrewed and removed the top. She peered down into it. Packed inside was a small scroll of paper. Lila stuck her forefinger and thumb into the opening and gently pulled it out. She set down the lighthouse.

“Well now,” Dix said, looking on in disbelief.

Lila unrolled the scroll, which was stapled together in the left corner. It looked to be three or four pages, covered in a very official-looking typeface. Her eyes traversed the print as she quietly digested the contents.

“What is it?” Dix asked.

“‘This Non-Disclosure Agreement is made and entered into as of June 14, 2025, by and between Big Box Incorporated and Matilda Wilkerson residing at 1433 Beatrice Road, apartment 3B, Los Armarios, California. Whereas, Big Box Incorporated desires to disclose certain Confidential Information, as defined below, to Matilda Wilkerson in connection with Matilda Wilkerson’s employment with Deep Cleaners LLC. The parties agree as follows: One. Confidential Information: Confidential information means all information disclosed by Big Box Incorporated to Matilda Wilkerson, whether orally, in writing, or by any other means, that is not already known to the public. Matilda Wilkerson agrees to hold in confidence and not to disclose, use, or reproduce any confidential information of Big Box Incorporated to any third party without the prior written consent of Bigbox.com Incorporated.’” Lila continued to silently scan the document.

“What the fuck…” she said, trying to make sense of it.

“Can you elaborate on that?” Dix asked.

“It’s an NDA between her and Big Box, which… doesn’t make any sense.”

“Big Box like… Big Box Big Box?”

“Yeah. But it says in connection with Deep Cleaners LLC. That’s the cleaning service she works for.” Lila set the papers down. “Fuck me.” She took out her phone and began manipulating the touchscreen.

“Bean, what’s going on?”

“She signed this NDA on June fourteenth,” Lila said, looking up from her phone. “Two hundred and fifty K was transferred into her account on June sixteenth.” Lila put her phone in her pocket and held out her hand.

“Gimme your car keys.”







CHAPTER 22

LILA STOOD PATIENTLY in front of a middle-aged woman behind a counter in a small industrial warehouse. The woman had one hand on a computer mouse, her gaze fixed on the screen in front of her. A decal plastered on the front desk said “Deep Cleaners” in a cursive font. A few feet behind the woman at the computer, two other women loaded gallons of various cleaning supplies onto a dolly from the rows of racks that filled the rest of the warehouse.

“Looks like she did a cleaning of the employee kitchen and breakroom at Big Box on June twelfth. Then did a cleaning at Mannion Farms on the thirteenth, and then we called her on the fifteenth for a job at a Top Golf in Stockton but she said no.”

“That place is great,” Dix said, as he picked through a bowl of candy on the counter.

“Does anyone fill out any report or anything from each job?” Lila asked. “Like a manager or supervisor?”

“Yeah, let me see,” the woman said.

“I think this candy is no bueno.” Dix spit a blue coagulated mess back into its wrapper.

“It’s been there awhile. I think I have more in the back,” the woman said.

“He’s fine,” Lila said.

The woman looked at the computer screen, puzzled. “That’s weird. There’s no report. Not even a completion order. But it looks like they paid us, so I guess we finished the job.”

“Does it say anything else on there? Were there any incident reports or anything?”

The woman shook her head.

“Does it say who else was working besides my mom?”

The woman looked back at the screen. “Aw, shoot, looks like it was Santi,” the woman said.

“Is that bad?”

“Well, I was gonna say you could talk to her, but she quit, too. Moved back to Mexico with her son.”

Lila leaned forward over the counter.

“She quit, too? When?”

“Like basically right after that job.”

“So, both her and my mom quit right after the Big Box job?” Lila said.

“Yeah.”

“And that didn’t seem weird to anyone?”

“We got a pretty high turnover. I mean, job sucks and the pay isn’t great. People quit all the time.”

“What was her son’s name?”

“No idea. If they don’t work here, I don’t know their names.”
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Lila and Dix got in the cab of Dix’s truck in the parking lot of Deep Cleaners. “So they clean Big Box and then this lady moves back to Mexico immediately and Mom just vanishes from her apartment complex. What the fuck happened in that Big Box warehouse on June twelfth?”

“Not nothin’.” Dix placed a pinch of tobacco in his bottom lip. He started the engine.

Lila heard a knock on her window. It jarred her and she turned to see one of the employees who’d been stocking cleaning products. The woman gave an awkward wave. Lila rolled down the window.

“Hi, sorry,” the woman said, in a thick Spanish accent. She opened her mouth to speak, but stood silently.

“Hablo español,” Dix said.

“Ah, bueno,” the woman said, relief washing over her face. “Te oí preguntar dentro sobre Santi. Ella es mi prima,” she added.

“Ah, tu prima? Sabes por qué renuncio y se mudo a Mexico?” Dix said. His perfect accent surprised Lila. Dix and the woman proceeded to carry on a rapidly paced conversation, of which Lila only understood the words “Big Box.”

“Muchas gracias,” Dix said.

The woman nodded and walked back toward the warehouse.

“What did she say?” Lila asked.

“Santi is her cousin. Said Santi told her someone died that day while they were working but she couldn’t talk about it. Said Santi seemed freaked out, and then she took off for Mexico and she hasn’t heard from her since,” Dix said.

Lila tried to add these new pieces of information to what she already knew.

“I know what you’re thinking: I didn’t know my old man was a fluent Spanish speaker,” Dix said.

“I’m thinking about the fact that my mom witnessed a death right before she disappeared and how those two things are connected.”

“Oh, I mean, yeah, obviously I was thinking that, too. I just meant after that.” Dix put the truck in reverse. “If someone died in a Big Box warehouse there’s a record of it.”

“Well, no shit. But your cop friends are dirty and I don’t trust them. The sheriff has a hard-on for taking down the almond growers, and this isn’t the break in the case he wants, so I don’t trust him either.”

“Agree on both counts, but you’re forgetting a new friend we made on this journey.” Dix turned out of the parking lot and hit the gas.
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“I can’t just tell you information about a deceased person, okay? There are rules,” Clamato said. Lila stood between Dix and Clamato in the alley behind the morgue. Clamato was dressed in khaki slacks and a cheap-looking black polo with white lettering above his heart that said “Los Armarios County Morgue.”

“There are definitely rules,” Lila said. “I think one of those rules is that you can’t steal a body from the morgue and then use it to fake someone’s death.”

“Yeah, that feels like an important one, and I say that as someone who isn’t a big rules guy,” Dix added.

Clamato leaned up against a dumpster next to them. “This is entrapment,” he said.

“It’s not. It’s extortion,” Lila said. “Look, we just want to know who was brought in from the Big Box Warehouse on June twelfth and what was the cause of death, and then we’ll be on our way.”

Clamato considered this. “You people fucking suck. Just give me a minute, okay?”

“You bet, buddy,” Dix replied.

Clamato opened the back door to the morgue and quickly closed it behind him. Lila took a quick glance around the alley to make sure they were still alone. Dix spat tobacco juice onto the ground.

“I told you,” he said.

“You told me what?”

“You said this was goodbye forever, and yet here we are, just like I said.”

“This is still part of the goodbye forever,” Lila said.

“Is it, though?”

“Yes. It is.”

“I think it’s the beginning of yet another chapter in our relationship,” Dix said.

“You’re a silly man,” Lila said.

The back door opened and Clamato emerged carrying a few sheets of printer paper. “Okay, so June twelfth we did get a body transported from the Big Box warehouse. Older woman in her sixties. Died of a heart attack, which, like, she was old and very overweight, so no surprise there. But there was something else kind of weird. In the paramedics’ report, they said when they got there rigor mortis had set in in all four limbs.”

“Why is that weird?”

“Well, when someone dies rigor mortis doesn’t usually hit for a couple hours and it starts in the face. Then works its way into the limbs, but that takes like eight hours.”

“Did she maybe die in the bathroom or something and no one found her?” Lila asked.

“Says body was found on the floor of the warehouse,” Clamato said.

“So there was just a dead body laying around for eight hours while they’re sending out packages and whatnot?” Dix said.

“Who placed the 911 call? ” Lila asked.

Clamato checked the report. “Mattie Wilkerson,” he said.

“Now we’re getting somewhere,” Dix said.

“Is there a transcript of the call?”

“Maybe, but I wouldn’t have access to that,” Clamato said. “You’d have to file a request, I guess, or ask the cops. Honestly, I don’t even know, I’m just saying shit I’ve heard on Law and Order.”

“I think that stuff’s mostly on point,” Dix said.

“Yeah, I think they have a lot of lawyers and ex-cops and stuff write it.”

“What was the name of the woman who died?” Lila asked.

“Rose Escarra.”

Lila took out her phone and entered the name into a Google search.

“I got to get back. Are we cool?” Clamato said.

“I’m cool,” Dix said.

“Is she cool?”

Lila ignored the question and kept at her search.

“She’s cool enough. Don’t worry, we were never here.” Dix gave him a thumbs-up.

Clamato smiled and walked back inside the building.

“You find something?” Dix asked.

“I found Rose Escarra,” Lila said.

“What’s her deal?”

“Her deal is that she’s Michael Dominguez’s mom.”







CHAPTER 23

LILA HAD WITNESSED her mom going missing so often that it almost became normalized for her. It felt no different than the way living in California had made earthquakes seem like a part of life. She didn’t want her mom to go missing, or the earth to shift beneath her feet, but they both happened with some frequency and weren’t usually a cause for concern. But each time she’d receive a call from the sheriff’s department saying someone had reported Mattie missing, there was always a small part of Lila that thought maybe this time her mom was actually in trouble. That fear was enough to get her to drop everything and come to Los Armarios. After ten years of this, she finally hit her breaking point.

Lila received a call from the sheriff’s department two days after her twenty-ninth birthday. Her mom had been reported missing by her neighbor with whom she shared a tandem parking space. Mattie had her pinned in. So once again, Lila packed a bag and made the drive to Los Armarios, but she felt almost nothing, like she was taking part in a ritual that had become so rote as to lose its meaning entirely.

She sat in a nondescript room in the station, drank the awful coffee they gave her, and answered all the same questions she’d answered so many times before.

“When was the last time you heard from her?”

“What did she say when you last talked to her?”

After an hour she left the sheriff’s department, drove to her mother’s apartment, let herself in. Just as she had when she was a little girl, she sat on the couch staring at the front door and waited for her mother to walk in. The difference this time was the pit of fear that consumed her as a little girl was no longer there. She fell asleep on the couch. She awoke the next morning to find her mother in the kitchen, making scrambled eggs.

“Mom,” Lila said. Her voice was throaty.

“Did I wake you?” Mattie asked.

“No,” Lila said, pushing herself to a seated position.

“I’m glad. I tried not to wake you when I came in,” she said.

“Did you… wonder why I was in your apartment?” Lila said.

“I know why you’re here,” Mattie said. She looked down at the pan and stirred the eggs with her spatula. “I’m sorry they called you.”

“They’re always going to call me. You know that,” Lila said.

“I was fine. I’m always fine.” Mattie poured herself a cup of coffee. It sat steaming on the counter.

Lila rubbed her eyes.

“You don’t have to come when they call you,” Mattie said.

“Come on,” Lila said. “That’s—just don’t.”

Mattie picked up her coffee and blew on it, then took a sip. “Suit yourself,” she said.

Lila sat up. There was something about the cavalier tone in Mattie’s voice that rankled her. “I don’t want to come,” she said. “I really don’t. But every time, there’s this voice in my head that’s like, ‘ What if this time it’s for real?’ Because if it is, I can tell you right now, I’d be the only person looking for you.”

Lila hated those words almost the second they left her lips, but for a moment they felt good. Tears began to pool in the basins of Mattie’s eyes. They poured over their supports and down her cheeks.

“I’m sorry,” Lila said. “I’m just—I’m tired is all.”

Mattie turned the stove off and scraped the eggs off the pan onto a plate.

“I’ll always come back,” Mattie said. She brought her eggs and coffee over to the small breakfast table. She sat down but didn’t eat.

“Why?” Lila asked.

“Why what?”

“Why do you always come back?”

“What do you mean?” Mattie held her coffee cup with both hands as if to steady herself.

“If you hate it so much that you just can’t take it anymore, then why do you come back?”

“This is my home,” Mattie said, but any conviction in her voice had left.

“You hate this place. You’ve always hated this place. You’ve told me that a thousand times. You can find a shitty job anywhere. You can pack up all your stuff and just go somewhere else. Somewhere you don’t fucking hate. It makes no sense. Why do you come back?”

Mattie looked away from Lila and into the kitchen. It was quiet for a moment until finally she turned back to her.

“Because this is what I deserve.” Mattie let go of her coffee cup and pushed it aside. “I messed up too many things. This place is what I deserve.”
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Lila sat in the passenger seat as Dix drove them down a narrow asphalt road lined with small apartment complexes. “All right, so here’s my working theory as far as I can put together,” Dix said. “Your mom and the other woman are doing a cleaning at the Big Box warehouse. This Rose lady dies. Maybe of a heart attack. Maybe not. Nobody sees her for a while, then your mom and or the other gal she was working with find her. Your mom calls 911. When Big Box gets wind they pull your mom and her friend aside and say, ‘This is a real bad look for us. Here’s two hundred and fifty K to just go away and shut your trap.’ And they put the fear of God into her about this arrangement. This checking out so far with you?” Dix made a right down a side street.

“Yeah,” Lila replied.

“Okay, so then your mom gets the money. I was given a very small, inconsequential amount of it, which we’ve previously discussed and have worked through—”

“We have not, but continue.”

“So she gets this two hundred and fifty K, and because your mom is at heart a very sweet person who is also, I think it’s fair to say, nutty as heck, feels guilty. So she finds the son of this woman who she found dead, and gives him all the money. You still with me?”

“I think so, yeah.”

“Okay, here’s the river: The other woman she was cleaning with, Santa—”

“Her name is Santi.”

“Ah, gotcha. Santi, apologies.”

“Who the fuck is named Santa?”

“We just met a fellow named Clamato so I think it’s fair to say everything’s on the table name-wise. Anyway, Santi takes off to Mexico because she’s scared of the Big Box people. Your mom realizes that maybe giving two hundred and fifty K to the son of the dead Big Box employee might also piss off the Big Box people if they ever found out, so your mom decides to leave town, too. These two bolting made the good people at Big Box a little nervous. They think maybe she’s gonna blab or already did blab. Then you come to town and start poking around. The Big Box people think you might stumble on something. They can’t have that. They get worried. So they hire a ne’er-do-well to give you a scare in your hotel room and send you a text from your mom’s number to get you to drop it. Fin.” Dix took one hand off the steering wheel to give a magician’s flourish.

“How would they have her phone to send me that text?”

“Heck, I got a call the other day and the caller ID said it was from my bank but it was a couple scammers running a con. If some low-rent fellas can do it, it ain’t that hard.”

Lila considered the theory as the truck rumbled down the quiet side street. “Even if everything else you said is right, I don’t think she would have left.”

“Why not? That’s what I woulda done. I’d be eating langosta and drinking cerveza on a beach yesterday.”

“That’s not her,” Lila said.

“Bean, I say this with no disrespect, but the woman famously takes off at a moment’s notice. I don’t think I’m making any leaps here.”

“Yeah, but she always comes back.”

“Well, maybe she meant it this time. I mean, heck, it obviously took some real planning. She figured out how to vanish into thin air. There’s video of her going into the apartment complex, none of her going out. That’s the exit of a person who isn’t planning on coming back.”

Lila stuck on that thought and tried to square it with everything she knew about her mom. Dix was right; it was calculating and precise. It was clean. And more than anything, it took someone motivated to change their lot in life. Someone who felt like they deserved something better.

“She never tried to leave. Someone took her from that apartment.”







CHAPTER 24

LILA AND DIX walked the perimeter of Mattie’s apartment complex. The buildings on either side were two and three stories higher than Mattie’s, making a jump from roof to roof impossible. Lila stopped in the small walkway between the buildings and stared up at the windows of Mattie’s third-story apartment.

“I guess she could have tied some bed sheets together and climbed down,” Dix said.

“Then they would have found bed sheets hanging out of the window,” Lila replied.

“Nah, there’s a way to tie them to something so you can give a funky yank and they come loose to cover your tracks.”

“I’m impressed at all the different ways you’ve practiced shitbaggery.”

“Doesn’t sound like you’re impressed,” Dix said.

“Well, it still doesn’t make sense, because the window would’ve been open and they found the entire apartment locked from the inside. She had to leave through the front door and then had to lock the door from the outside.” Lila continued her walk around the premises.

“Well, she isn’t magic, so there’s certainly gotta be an explanation.”

They reached a small alley behind the apartment complex. Two dumpsters sat against the tan stucco wall. The alley was only wide enough for a single car to drive down, its sides crowded with various broken pieces of furniture and trash. Lila stared up at the forty feet of wall interrupted only by cheap vinyl windows that ran in a symmetrical pattern all the way to the roofline. It was devoid of any sort of personality, and it seemed to be staring back at her, like a witness who refused to talk.

It was quiet when Lila heard a rumble. It lasted only a split second. She looked at the dumpster in front of them. Its wheels wobbled slightly. She walked up to the dumpster and Dix followed. He lifted the big rubber lid with both hands and looked inside. It smelled like fresh hell and was filled with several wet trash bags and assorted loose mess. A three-foot-by-three-foot metal tube protruded through its back wall.

“They got a trash chute,” Dix said.

Lila walked around the back of the dumpster and tried to peer into the slim space behind the dumpster and the wall.

“You get out of here!” a voice yelled from a ground-floor window a few feet away. It startled Lila and she turned to see Mrs. Orozco looking at her from behind a window screen and paper-thin curtains.

“You don’t go to the bathroom here!”

“I’m not going to—”

“You don’t do your drugs and go to the bathroom here! You go somewhere else!”

“I’m not going to the bathroom! I’m Mattie Wilkerson’s—”

“I have a security camera! It sees your dirty business! I’ll call the cops! I’ll show them!”

Lila stopped cold. She put her hands over her brow to deflect the glare and scanned the apartment window. A small round video camera sat on the windowsill, pointed directly at the dumpster.
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Lila knocked on the front door. It opened just a crack.

“I don’t like you,” Mrs. Orozco said, peeking out from the opening.

“That’s okay, I don’t like me either. I just want to take a look at some of your video footage,” Lila said. Mrs. Orozco glared at her.

“Why?” she asked.

“Mrs. Orozco, I am begging you. We’re—”

“We’re also concerned with who’s been going number two outside your window,” Dix said.

“You are?”

“Deeply so.”

“It’s disgusting, and the police don’t do anything!” she said.

“Agree wholeheartedly,” Dix said. “They take our tax dollars and then when we see someone dropping a deuce outside our window, where are they? Nowhere to be found.”

Mrs. Orozco opened the door. “I’ve called them four times this month. I have video and they do nothing.”

“Here’s a wild idea: Could you show us that video?” Dix said.
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Lila sat on a worn floral-print couch next to Mrs. Orozco. An elderly calico cat stared at her from atop a fabric recliner in the far corner of the small living room. Mrs. Orozco adjusted her glasses as she looked at an iPad on her lap displaying surveillance footage.

“My son bought a camera for me. He’s an accountant.”

“Noble work,” Dix said.

“It senses the motion. And then it makes a little video for me. Look at this one. Two days ago.” Mrs. Orozco activated a small video clip with her index finger.

Lila watched grainy night vision footage of a thin man leaning against the wall next to the trash can in the alley. The man struggled to undo his jeans, then finally shimmied them down around his ankles.

“Like an animal,” Mrs. Orozco said.

“Gross,” Lila replied.

“Let me show you another,” she said.

“Actually, you know, we were hoping to find a specific gentleman on a certain date, who we think might be the ringleader of these defecators,” Dix said.

“Ringleader?”

“Yeah, we think maybe one of these tweakers is telling all the other tweakers this is a great place to go.”

Mrs. Orozco looked up from the iPad, her face horror-stricken.

“I know,” Dix said.

“Yeah, we think the guy came here sometime between maybe the sixth through the tenth of July. Can you show us any clips from then?” Lila said.

Mrs. Orozco looked down at the iPad screen and hit the small calendar-shaped logo. A large group of video thumbnails appeared. The header above the videos said 1–50 of 177.

“Dang, all these are people doing number two?” Dix asked.

“If it sees a person, it makes a video for me,” she said. “I can start with the first one.” Her finger hovered over a blurry thumbnail in the top left corner. She hit play and the thumbnail enlarged to fit the whole screen. Lila watched a woman walking through the alley, then stopping to look at her phone. Mrs. Orozco sat and watched patiently. Lila looked at the video progress bar. There were four more minutes in this video and Mrs. Orozco seemed to have no intention of speeding through any of it.

“I don’t think she does it, but I don’t remember,” Mrs. Orozco said.

“You know, I really appreciate your help,” Lila said. “But legally I can’t have you any more involved with the investigation, otherwise the evidence will be tainted.”

“It will?”

“Oh yeah, defense attorneys will just eat this the heck up and this guy will walk free,” Dix said.”

“But you’re not police,” Mrs. Orozco replied.

“No, but we’ve been deputized,” Dix said.

Mrs. Orozco considered this. “Okay. I’ll make some tea, then.” She handed the iPad to Lila before slowly walking toward the adjacent kitchen. With Dix over her shoulder, Lila worked quickly, hitting one clip after another, scrubbing through them as efficiently as possible. The majority of them were people walking through the alley, coming nowhere near the dumpster itself. A few of them were animals scavenging. A smaller few were in fact people going to the bathroom. After about twenty minutes, Lila was through half the videos and she was starting to lose hope they’d find something. Then she clicked on a video marked 7-9-25 2:44 A.M.

The video began with an empty frame. The motion detector was set off by high beams that brightly lit up the alley. This was followed by the sound of a car door opening, then closing, and the scratch of shoes against the jagged concrete. A man walked into frame and approached the dumpster, making sure to carefully check his surroundings. Sixty videos in, this wasn’t uncommon. The difference was this man moved with some precision. Everyone else in these early morning videos had a clumsiness to their gait. He moved crisply. He wore dark pants, a dark sweatshirt, and a hat, which obscured most of his face. He carried something long and thin. When he reached the dumpster he lifted the object up. It was a bolt cutter. He snapped the lock on the dumpster and opened the lid so quietly it barely registered on the video. Then he walked off camera, reappearing a moment later holding a small step ladder. He set it at the base of the dumpster, climbed up it, and lowered himself in. He disappeared for a moment. A few seconds later, something poked out of the dumpster. At first it seemed like it was a trash bag, but as it made its way out, it was clearly much longer and thinner than a trash bag. It was a body bag.

Lila’s breath caught. Her hands began to shake. One thought flooded her head. It was at once both unthinkable and the only thing that made any sense at all: Was that her mother, dead inside that bag?

The man emerged from the dumpster, the back of his head to the camera. With some effort, he lowered the body bag onto the ground. He cautiously swung one leg around the side of the dumpster, then the other. He lowered himself onto the ground, and as he reached up to close the lid, the camera caught his face. Lila froze the video and stared at him. It was Sheriff Bonsall.







CHAPTER 25

LILA STOOD NEXT to Dix on the porch of a Spanish colonial home. Her face was flushed. She fidgeted with the seam of her jeans. Dix knocked on the door. They stood silently waiting. Dix knocked again. More silence. Lila stepped forward and banged her fist on the door violently and repeatedly until Dix pulled her away. After a moment she heard footsteps and the front door opened to reveal a very wet and sun-soaked Sergeant Shelby standing in neon yellow swim shorts. Water was still cascading down his legs to the floor.

“Dix? Hoo boy, you scared me with all that knocking. I thought maybe—”

“We need to talk to you,” Dix said.

“I’m in the middle of a swim but you’re welcome to join,” he said. Lila walked past him into his house, and Dix followed. Lila entered a modest living room that looked like it was designed to prioritize accessibility to beer. A couch and recliner were flanked by mini fridges acting as side tables.

“I was about to start grilling in a bit, but I can throw some burgers on now if you’re hungry,” Shelby said.

“Jeff, I’m not sure how to tell you this, but—”

“The sheriff murdered my mother,” Lila said.

“What are you saying? What?” Shelby sputtered.

“He murdered my fucking mother. Do you hear what I’m fucking saying to you? We have proof.” She felt Dix’s hand on her lower back and tried to calm herself with a breath.

“What—what’s the proof? Dix, what in the hell is going on here?” Shelby sounded nervous.

“I know, it’s a humdinger.”

“Fuckin’ hell, Dix, it’s my day off and you’re coming into my house and you’re telling me…” Shelby trailed off, his eyes drifting toward the door. Lila stood paralyzed. She could tell by the look of fear and confusion on Shelby’s face what awaited her when she turned around.

“Get down on your stomachs, palms flat on the ground,” Bonsall said.

Lila turned to see him standing in the entryway, his gun drawn.

“You’re under arrest for the murder of Mattie Wilkerson,” Bonsall said.

“You murdered my mother,” Lila said.

“Lila,” Dix said.

She stood, unmoving.

“What in the hell is going on?” Shelby said, his voice cracking.

“He’s a killer,” Lila said.

“Get down on the ground!” Bonsall shouted.

Lila held Bonsall’s eye contact. “He came to my mom’s apartment in the middle of the night and he killed her.”

“You are resisting arrest.” Bonsall gripped the gun tighter.

“We’re getting on the ground. We’re doing it. Lila, get on the ground,” Dix said, slowly getting onto his stomach. Lila didn’t move.

“He put her in a body bag and threw her down the trash chute, then hauled her out of the dumpster in the middle of the night. I have him on video,” she said.

Lila saw Bonsall’s expression change. He suddenly looked scared and fragile.

“Yeah, that’s right,” Lila said.

“Lila, get down on the ground,” Dix said again.

“Sheriff, what the hell is going on here?” Shelby said. He blinked rapidly.

“She’s lying,” Bonsall said.

“You fucked up. You thought you had it all cleaned up, but I have the video.”

“Lila. Stop. Get on the ground, ” Dix said.

Shelby looked disoriented, like he was trying to find his bearings. Bonsall’s hand began to tremble.

“Lila. Goddammit. Get on the ground!” Dix shouted from the floor.

Lila studied the sheriff’s face. If she’d had any doubt before, it was gone now.

“Jeff, arrest us!” Dix said.

“What?” Shelby said.

“Put the cuffs on us right now! We can sort this out at the station!” Dix said.

Lila kept her eyes on Bonsall. His gun was trained on her forehead.

“Jeff, for God’s sake, arrest us!” Dix shouted.

“Okay!” Shelby said. “Sheriff, I’m gonna cuff ’em and I’ll take them down to the station and we can—”

The muzzle from Bonsall’s gun lit up.

Lila heard a sound like a cannon blast. The sound tore through the room and she could feel reverberations in her chest. There was an intense pressure in her ears, like she’d dived into a pool and gone too deep. The world went quiet. She waited for the pain that would come when her mind caught up with her body. Or maybe she wouldn’t ever know, and the room would darken and she’d be gone. She stood, motionless, when she felt a thump on the floor just behind her. Something heavy had fallen. She closed her eyes tightly. She could smell gunpowder, but there was also another smell present. Something terrible she’d smelled once before. It was so close to her. She opened her eyes and turned to see Shelby’s body on the ground. His head was cocked to the side, the right side of his face and forehead just an open cavity.

“You don’t know what you just did,” Bonsall said, shaken.

Lila stood in shock. Bits of Shelby’s brain and bone were splattered across her back and the side of her face. She saw sweat forming on Bonsall’s forehead. His breath was shallow. “That’s—you made me do that. That’s on you. That’s not me, that’s you,” he said. He looked away from the macabre scene. “I am not a killer.”

“You’re not. You’re not,” Dix said, almost pleading.

Bonsall looked back at Lila.

“Get down on the ground,” he said.

“Bean. Do what he says. Please,” Dix said.

It took a moment for Lila to remember she could move. She slowly lowered to her knees, then onto her stomach. Bonsall walked over to them and then straddled Dix. He pulled Dix’s hands behind his back and cuffed them. Then he did the same to Lila.







CHAPTER 26

LILA SAT NEXT to Dix on the floor. Their hands were cuffed behind their backs and around the base of a small breakfast table bolted to the ground in front of a bay window. Sergeant Shelby’s body lay on the floor a few feet in front of them in a pool of blood that was still slowly expanding. She watched Bonsall pace the living room.

“What did you do to my mom?” she asked.

“Bean.” Dix gave her a head shake to indicate “not now.”

Bonsall ignored her and continued pacing.

“What did you do to my mom?” she asked again.

“I think we’re at the point right now where the less we say the better,” Dix said.

“What did you do to my mom?” she said once more, her raised voice echoing through the room.

“I’m not a killer,” Bonsall said, still pacing.

“I’m covered in somebody’s fucking brains,” Lila said.

“You gave me no choice!” He seemed to spasm. His body was tense. She’d considered him one of those men who prides themselves on their measure and self-control. That was gone. He turned to her, his face contorted in rage. “You’re just like your fucking mom. You can’t just leave things alone. I told her to leave things alone—”

“—And she didn’t and you killed her.”

“No,” Bonsall said.

“Tell me what happened.”

Bonsall ignored her. He lifted the curtains slightly to look outside.

“Bean, maybe we ease up and cooler heads will find a way through this, you know?”

“He murdered a cop in front of us, there’s no way out for him. He has to kill us because he’s a fucking coward. If I’m gonna die I want to know what happened.”

“Just to be clear, you absolutely do not have to kill us,” Dix said. “There are several other ways this can end.”

“No, there isn’t, and he knows it, so tell me what happened to my mom. What happened?”

“Not what you think,” he said.

“Here’s what I think: She saw something at that warehouse, something about the way that woman died, and they tried to pay her to shut her up, she didn’t, and they sent you to kill her.”

“No,” Bonsall said. “No, you’re wrong.” His eyes darted away from her.

“Look at me, you fucking coward. You killed her and you threw her in the trash.” Lila’s voice trembled. Her raw emotion surprised her and unnerved Bonsall further. He locked eyes with her.

“I was the one who told them to pay her! I was the one,” he said. His hand shook as he wiped his forehead. “Some worker had a heart attack and they were busy and just let her sit there dead. They wanted to give your mom nothing. See if she’d take them to court. She took the money. But then she started freaking out, started talking to the woman’s son. I went there to calm her down. Do you hear what I’m saying? I tried to talk to her and she just wouldn’t calm down, she just wouldn’t… she fell and her head hit the… I didn’t kill her. It wasn’t my fault.” He shook his head as if he was reliving it as he spoke.

Lila knew he was telling the truth. Not because she trusted him, but because it was such a meaningless, trivial way to die. She’d held out hope that maybe Mattie had disappeared because she had found a reason to leave. A strength to try and put together a life that made her happy. And even still, when Lila knew her mother was dead, somewhere in the back of her head she hoped that in the details of her death she might still add up to something. But it was clear now that was never possible. Her mother died in the way she’d lived: without peace or meaning.

Bonsall stopped pacing. He walked purposefully past Lila to the back of the house, leaving her alone with Dix.

They sat in silence. Dix rubbed his stubbly chin against his shoulder.

“I’m sorry, Bean. She didn’t deserve to die like that,” he said.

Lila nodded. She looked up at a black-and-white framed photo on the wall of the mountains outside Los Armarios. She leaned back against the table leg, the metal cuffs around her wrists pressing into her lower back.

“And, you know, I’m sorry for… whatever else,” he said.

Lila turned and looked at him. “What does that mean?”

Dix looked uneasy, like a kid in class who got called on but didn’t know the answer. “Well. I know there were various… instances and whatnots in terms of me, and us and—”

“I can’t spend my last minutes alive listening to this.”

“We’re not gonna die. We’ll be all right,” Dix said.

“We’re going to die. We witnessed him blow a cop’s brains out.”

“I think we land on our feet.”

Lila let out a solitary burst of laughter. “You are unfuckingbelievable,” she said. “I can’t tell if you honestly believe the things you say, or if you’ve just never faced any actual consequences and the idea that you might actually face them is something your brain can’t even comprehend.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said. “I’ve faced consequences.”

“I’d say, considering, you made out pretty fucking well.”

“I lost everything. I lost every single goddamn thing.” His face hardened.

“Well, I also lost everything, except I didn’t do anything wrong. You fucked up and I paid for it.”

“You think I don’t know that?”

“I actually don’t! I can’t point to a single fucking thing that says you do.”

“That’s not true. You know that’s not true.”

“When you got out you sent me to fucking Fresno!”

“It wasn’t as simple as that.”

“Yes it was. You were out and you had a place to live and I could have come here but you sent me away. You sent me away to a place where people go when they have no one. You didn’t even try. You didn’t even—”

“Because I couldn’t look at you!” Dix said. “Okay? I knew what I put you through and I couldn’t look at you every day and be reminded of it. That’s what I lost. I lost you. That’s my consequence.”

His words hung in the air. They were filled with anguish. She had never seen him talk about regret or pain. She wasn’t even sure he felt it. But now it was laid out for her as baldly as she could have ever imagined. She wished she could hold on to these words. To keep them before they slowly started to dissipate into the ether.

Bonsall came back down the hallway, holding a second gun. He walked to the corner of the room. Lila could see he was doing some sort of math in his head. He was mouthing something to himself. There was an uneasy manic energy to him that unnerved her.

“Right now, you have one body to worry about,” Dix said. “You kill us and you have three bodies.”

Bonsall ignored him and walked to the other corner of the room. He surveyed the room like an interior decorator trying to get a feel for the space.

“One body and people say, ‘Hold on now, let’s listen to this man’s story. Let’s allow for some nuance,’” Dix said. “Three bodies? Boy, that story better cross every ‘i’ and dot every ‘t.’”

Bonsall approached Dix. He got down on his knees so that they were at eye level.

“Sheriff, you’re not a bad dude, okay?”

Bonsall took the back of Dix’s head in both hands and rammed it into the bridge of his nose. Bonsall winced in pain and blood began to pour from a gash above his forehead. Dix recoiled in shock, otherwise unharmed. Bonsall stood and wiped the blood from his face and walked to the other side of the living room, still holding his gun.

“I don’t have to worry about three bodies,” Bonsall said. “Your daughter figured out that you and your buddy Shelby killed her mom for her money. You found out and brought her here to Shelby’s house to kill her. She got her phone, shot off a text to me. I came. We scuffled. Shelby pulled a gun on me, I shot him, but not before he shot and killed your daughter. You picked up his gun and I shot you before you could kill me.” Lila saw a vacant stare in Bonsall’s eyes. She could see he wasn’t saying this for their benefit. He was saying it aloud to hear how it might sound when he had to tell the story later. He was practicing.

“There’s a whole load of holes in that,” Dix said, panic creeping into his voice.

Bonsall ignored him and moved behind Shelby’s body. He set down the gun he’d used to shoot Shelby. He looked at Shelby’s gun, which he held in his other hand.

“Do it, you fucking coward,” Lila said.

“No. Do not do it!” Dix shouted. Bonsall pointed his gun at Lila.

“Just pin it on me. It’s what you wanted to do in the first place. Say I did it! Let her go and she’ll shut her mouth!”

“I will tell everyone,” Lila said. “You let me go and everyone will know you’re a murderer.”

“No!” Dix said. “She’ll shut up! She’ll run off to Mexico!”

“I’ll find you and I’ll fucking kill you,” Lila said. “How about that?”

Bonsall removed the safety from Shelby’s gun.

“No! Goddammit! Stop—she’s being dramatic,” Dix said. “Nobody’s thinking clearly. I’m the one you hate. I fucked your wife, remember? Fucked the shit out of her while you were in a coma.”

Lila saw a flicker in Bonsall’s eyes. He looked at Dix, but only momentarily. There would be no stay of execution. Bonsall refocused and took aim at Lila, who looked right back at him. She stared down the barrel of his revolver.

Lila had never spent much time thinking about death. Life had never felt precious, so the thought of losing it had never seemed worth investigating. In her darkest moments, death even seemed comforting. Life was pain and suffering at its worst, and apathy at its best. She’d heard so many people speak of the possibilities and beauty in life, but she’d never seen them. That sort of life felt like a faraway land from a fantasy book. Death was the accepted conclusion to a journey she’d never agreed to go on. So in this moment, staring into the gun barrel, she was surprised to realize she wanted to live. How unfortunate.

She looked away from Bonsall. She didn’t want his face to be the last thing she saw. She closed her eyes and tried to conjure up something beautiful. Some memory that might provide her warmth or comfort. But the only thing that came into her head was Pin Palace Bowling Alley. She smiled. Of course. Then she heard an explosion.

It took her a second to realize it wasn’t the sound of a gun blowing a hole through the back of her head. Before she could place exactly what it was, she heard the heavy tread of boots. She looked up to see a giant pale man with a shaved head standing in the doorway. He wore cargo shorts and a tank top featuring Tupac Shakur’s face. He held a submachine gun.

Bonsall stared at him in shock. The man looked down at Shelby’s bloodied body on the ground.

“What the fuck, bro?” he said in a thick Russian accent.

Everyone in the room, including the Russian, froze. Then after a moment, Bonsall fired his revolver. The bullet hit the Russian to the left of his sternum and he cried out in agony. His machine gun fell from his hand onto the living room floor. He stumbled back through the threshold, out of Lila’s sight. Bonsall moved cautiously toward him, his gun drawn. The window above Lila exploded with gunfire.

Glass rained down around Lila and Dix. Bullet holes perforated the wall across from Lila. Wood splintered, and dust and debris filled the air. Bonsall dove to the ground and crawled past Lila, across the living room and behind the couch. The firing continued uninterrupted. A bullet hit a mini fridge at the far end of the room and a mist of beer and glass flew into the air. Lila felt the table they were chained to begin to move. She turned to see Dix using his handcuffs to try and pull the table over and free them.

“Pull with me!” Dix shouted.

Lila wrapped her fingers around her handcuffs and pulled as shards of glass pelted her like a hail storm. She felt a sliver slice through her jeans and into her thigh but she kept pulling. There was some give in the small square of metal that bolted the table to the ground.

The bullets stopped for a moment. The room was hazy, filled with smoke and debris. Lila could taste the air with every breath. Sulfur and grit had coated her teeth. Bonsall popped his head up above the couch. A series of shots rang out and drywall burst above his head, and he ducked back behind the couch.

Lila and Dix kept pulling, and the cuffs dug into their wrists and blood started to trickle down onto Lila’s hands. They didn’t have much mobility, but Lila leaned forward on her knees and used all of her body weight to pull the base of the table away from the floor to which it was still bolted. She heard the small square metal base begin to give and then finally the table uprooted. Lila and Dix fell forward and the table fell right over their heads and slammed down on its side. Lila and Dix stayed low, behind it, using it as a partition between them and the rest of the room. Their hands were still cuffed, but they slid them free of the table.

The shooting stopped and they heard voices speaking Russian outside, in some sort of animated debate. Then it was quiet again.

“I think it’s the Russians,” Dix whispered.

“Yeah, no shit,” Lila said.

“Is the sheriff alive?”

“I don’t know.”

Lila peeked her head over the table. She couldn’t see Bonsall but she could see the Russian’s machine gun lying a few feet away. She ducked back down.

“There’s a machine gun on the other side of this table,” Lila whispered. “I’ll grab it, come back here.”

Dix shook his head. “I’ll grab it,” he said.

Dix peered around the edge of the table, his face only a few inches from the ground. On all fours, still cuffed, he crawled out into the living room. Lila peeked her head above the table to watch. It was quiet. A haze of smoke from the gunfire sat above them. Dix tried his best to brush the glass away with his hand as he crawled on his belly toward the machine gun as quickly and quietly as he could. Lila saw a trail of blood coming from the palm of his hands as glass compacted with every move he made. The only thing between Dix and the gun was a pool of Shelby’s blood. He paused his crawl, then slid into it. Lila heard the faint sound of a foot grinding a small piece of glass into the wood floor. It was coming from the back of the house. Her heart pumped. Did Dix hear it? She saw him collapse to his belly in the middle of the bloody morass and lie there still. Lila ducked back behind the table.

“Whoever you are! I’m a county sheriff! Put your weapons down!” Bonsall shouted from behind the couch.

“You not lying to me this time, motherfucker!” The Russian man shouted from the back of the house. “You not DEA. You not fucking sheriff.”

“I am the sheriff of Los Armarios County! Put your weapons down!” Bonsall shouted again.

“You fuck with wrong people!” the Russian shouted.
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Dix was trying his best not to throw up. He hated the sight of blood, but the smell was anathema. This blood was a darker red than any he’d seen before. It had already become thicker, almost jelly-like. Unfortunately, he knew his best chance of surviving was to play dead. He lay still on the floor, half his face sitting in Shelby’s mess. Bonsall crawled into his line of sight. Their eyes met and he stared at Dix. Dix heard a footstep behind them. Bonsall’s eyes widened and he spun around onto his back and unloaded his revolver. Dix shut his eyes tightly. The room filled with the sound of gunfire. It seemed to come from every direction and viscous matter splattered onto Dix’s face and ran down over his lips. The gunfire stopped. Dix heard the sound of a body collapsing to the ground with a thud. Still, he waited, committed to his role as a dead man. After a few seconds he picked his head off the ground to see another Russian man dead, lying prostrate on the ground. He pulled himself up from the bloody mess and got to his knees, then he slowly stood, and took in the gruesome scene.

“Holy…” he said. There were four bodies strewn across the room, none of them remotely alive. He turned behind him to see Bonsall’s lifeless shape on its back, halfway into the kitchen. The walls ran with blood that trickled all the way to the floor. The rest of the room was in even worse shape.

“I think we may be in the clear,” Dix said, still in disbelief.

There was no response.

“Lila?” Dix looked at the small table where he’d left her. It was riddled with bullet holes. “Lila?”

He walked to the overturned table, nearly slipping in the blood on the floor. Just a few feet away he stopped. He couldn’t bring himself to look behind it.

“You fucking murder my brothers, man,” a voice behind him said.

He turned to see Yuli standing in the entryway behind him, holding a rifle.

“You murder my fucking broth—”

He never finished the sentence. From behind Yuli, Lila pushed through a curtain. She held a rifle with her two cuffed hands just above the barrel. She swung it like a baseball bat. The butt of the gun made perfect contact with Yuli’s face. He tried to catch himself, taking a step back on a single shaky leg, and then he collapsed to the ground. He lay there, unconscious. His front teeth were caved in and his arm twitched.

“You’re usually supposed to shoot those things,” Dix said.

“I’ve never shot a gun,” Lila said.

“Well, you sure as heck know how to swing a bat.”

“I had a pretty good coach,” Lila said.

“Thanks,” Dix said. “I did the best I could.”

“I meant my high school softball coach.”

“Oh. Well, I think it’s safe to say genetics probably also played a part.”







CHAPTER 27

LILA WASN’T SURPRISED that the FBI agents who arrived in Los Armarios took an immediate liking to her dad. Dix was a natural storyteller and this was a doozy of a story. They both sat through several interrogations over the forty-eight hours that followed. Dix’s sessions generally took twice as long as Lila’s, and on two separate occasions Lila could hear laughter coming from his interrogation room. She slightly worried that Dix’s inclination toward narrative embellishments might cause a discrepancy in their accounts, but their stories were identical. They told them several times to several different agents, and they never changed. The evidence also corroborated what they told investigators. After a couple days, Lila and Dix were cleared of potential wrongdoing after Yuli accepted a plea deal from his hospital bed. The hardest part of the whole ordeal was keeping Dix from the news cameras that buzzed around the station.

“Do they have any idea of where my mom’s body is?” Lila asked one of the FBI agents as he walked her out of the building.

“Not at this time. But we’re hopeful we’ll find her,” the agent said.

“What makes you hopeful?” Lila asked.

“We’re the best at what we do,” he said.

“So, nothing then.”

The agent reached to shake her hand. “I’d suggest you go back home. Get some rest. We’ll call you when we find something.”

Lila began to walk away, then stopped. “Oh, one thing,” she said. “I’m pretty sure the Mannion farm down the road is using an illegal pesticide on their almonds. I gave a sample of it to the sheriff and he sent it in to you guys, I think, before, you know, he tried to kill me. Anyway, that one’s free.”
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Lila opened the door to Dix’s truck and got in the passenger seat. Dix started the engine.

“They got any leads on your mom?” he asked.

“They don’t have shit,” Lila said.

Dix pulled out of the small parking lot and turned up the AC. It was even hotter than usual.

“They’ll find her,” Dix said.

“No they won’t. He knew how to make sure of that.”

Dix put his hand on her knee and patted it twice. “Well, then we should probably say our own goodbye, right?”

“What do you mean?”

“Put to her to rest, you know, in whatever way you think might be proper.”

“A funeral?” Lila asked.

“I mean, I don’t know if I’d say a funeral per se. Not exactly a cheap endeavor. Which is of course not the reason not to do it, because certainly we want to—”

“She wouldn’t have wanted a funeral,” Lila said.

“Totally agree. That was my first thought. She was more of a free spirit.”

Lila sat quietly, thinking.

“How about this: We take something she loved, bury it someplace pretty,” Dix said

Lila marinated on the idea. “That’s not terrible.”

“Sun shines on a dog’s butt every once in a while,” Dix replied.

“What do we bury?” Lila said.

“Well, lucky for you, I think I may have our answer in my wallet,” Dix said. He lifted up on one cheek and reached into his back pocket and pulled out a worn brown leather wallet. He fished through it as he tried to keep his eyes on the road. Finally, he pulled out a faded Polaroid. It was warped and creased. Dix held it up between his thumb and index finger.

“Now, it would kill me to bury this, but I guess what you love can never truly be given away, right?”

Dix offered the photo to Lila, who took it. She studied the contents.

“What the fuck is this picture?”

“What do you mean? It’s my favorite photo of me, you, and your mom. I keep it on me at all times. You were about ten months old, I think.”

“Who’s the guy holding me?”

“That’s Chris Sabo.”

“Who the fuck is Chris Sabo?”

“Chris Sabo! Played third base for the Reds in the nineties? Had a couple twenty-plus-homer seasons. Wore these cool-as-heck goggles?”

“I do not know who that is. Did you play with him or something?”

“Heck, I wish. Nah, he was already a stud in pro ball by the time I got drafted. Me and your mom took you out to a TGI Fridays in Fresno and I saw him there and luckily the hostess had a Polaroid camera.”

Lila looked again at the photo.

“This is your favorite family photo?” Lila asked.

“No question. Look how happy we all are. You’re smiling.”

“I was a baby.”

“No offense, but you were not a smiley baby. You were pissy as hell. Found out later it was gas, we had you on the wrong diet, I guess. But that’s why your mom’s so happy in the picture. She’d been trying to get you to stop crying the whole night, and then she handed you to Chris Sabo and bam! Happy as a clam. Look at that smile.”

Lila looked at the photo once more. She thought of all the things that had gone wrong leading up to the moment this was taken, and all that would go wrong after. She looked at her mom’s face. Mattie’s smile was understated and genuine. It seemed peaceful. At that moment, her mom might have thought that this was what life could be. Lila handed the photo back to Dix. “It’s nice.”

“It’s nice? That’s it?” Dix said.

The truck hit an uneven section of highway and Lila heard a clanging in her backpack sitting by her feet. She pulled it onto her lap and unzipped the top, peered inside. She saw her mom’s lighthouse tucked between a pack of tissues and her car keys. She pulled it out and looked at the figurine in her hands. She ran her fingers along the ridges on the base painted to look like brick. The porcelain was smooth and reminded her of all those mornings she’d held it in her hands and waited for her mom to come home. She wouldn’t be coming home this time.

“We should bury this,” Lila said. Dix took his eyes off the road for a moment to glance at the figure. He turned his eyes back to the road.

“Over the Sabo photo,” he said.

“Yeah.”

“I guess that makes a little more sense than my picture,” he said. Dix spit tobacco juice into a cup. “All right, well, where do you think we should bury it? Maybe somewhere we can put a little marker down or something so we can visit?”

Lila looked out the window at the endless rows of almond trees that gave way to the empty grassland that sat below the mountains. The only sound was the old truck’s suspension losing a battle with the rugged highway.

“Turn off at the next road.”

The sun was setting as Dix pulled his truck into a clearing at the base of the mountains. The temperature had cooled and there were long shadows from the jagged rocks that fell onto the mountainside. Dix turned off the car and the two of them got out.

“Seems like a good spot,” Dix said. He opened the toolbox in his truck bed and began rummaging through it. A slight breeze picked up, blowing a dust devil past them. Lila held the lighthouse in her hand. Dix walked up carrying a small garden trowel.

“Ready?” Dix shielded his eyes from the sun as it dropped beneath the horizon.

Lila nodded. Dix got onto one knee and drove the nose of the spade into the ground. Lila watched him work efficiently, digging up the earth. After a minute, he looked up at her. Sweat had built on his forehead.

“You want me to go deeper?” he asked.

Lila offered him her hand. He took it and she pulled him up. She took the lighthouse out of her bag and held it up so that the last remnants of the sun reflected off it.

“She was happiest when no one could find her,” Lila said. “When she was just in the wind.”

“Ain’t that the truth,” Dix said.

Lila unscrewed the top of the lighthouse and set it on the ground and walked back to the truck. She opened the door and leaned into the cab. A moment later she came out with a cigarette lighter in one hand and the photo in the other.

“Chris Sabo making the cut?” Dix said.

Lila nodded. She brought the lighter to the corner of the photo. The corner began to blacken, then smoke, and then after a moment the rest of the photo caught. She held it for as long as she could, letting the ashes from it catch in the wind and sail off into the dusk, dancing unpredictably, beautifully. She knelt beside the lighthouse and tucked the burning picture into the top of it. Dark smoke poured out of the opening. She stood back up and watched. After a minute it had burned out. Then the wind took the smoke and it was gone entirely. Dix came up next to her and put his hand on her shoulder as they watched the sun go down in silence. She waited for him to say something, to move this along, to refuse to sit in a moment that didn’t serve him. But instead, he just stood there with his arm around her and didn’t say anything at all.

After a few minutes, Dix put the lighthouse into the hole he’d dug, and covered it back up. Then he stood and looked down at his work. Lila gave him a moment and then patted the small of his back. “Let’s go,” she said.

They climbed back into his truck and followed the dirt road toward the highway. He flipped on his brights as they drove over the bumpy terrain.

“When you gotta head back to work?” Dix said. “I’m not up on my labor law, but I would guess seeing a bunch of dead bodies and whatnot buys you some vacay.”

“I don’t think I’m going back there. I think I’m done with it,” she said.

“You’re quitting?” he said.

“I think so.”

“Well, a traditional nine-to-five isn’t in your blood, I guess,” he said.

“Maybe not.”

Dix turned onto the highway. “So you headed home?” he said.

“I don’t think so,” Lila said, looking out her window into the night.

“Oh yeah? Where you going?”

“I was actually thinking maybe I’d go camping,” she said.

“Camping?”

“Yeah. Clear my head a little bit. Might be nice.”

“Well, all right then,” Dix said. “Make sure you watch out for bears.”

“I will,” she said.
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