

[image: Book cover of ‘Get Lost’ by Justin Halpern. The cover image features a lighthouse and two figures running on a beach.]




[image: Title page of ‘Get Lost’ by Justin Halpern, published by Cardinal.]





This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

Copyright © 2026 by Justin Halpern

Cover design by Elisha Zepeda, cover images by Getty Images and Shutterstock. Cover copyright © 2026 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Cardinal

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104

grandcentralpublishing.com

@CardinalPublishing

First Edition: July 2026

Cardinal is an imprint of Grand Central Publishing. The Cardinal name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.

Cardinal books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.

Print book interior design by Taylor Navis

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data has been applied for.

ISBNs: 978-1-5387-7802-9 (hardcover), 978-1-5387-7804-3 (ebook)

E3-20260516-JV-NF-ORI






Contents


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23

	Chapter 24

	Chapter 25

	Chapter 26

	Chapter 27

	Acknowledgments

	Discover More

	About the Author

	Also by Justin Halpern






	Cover

	Table of Contents

	Dedication

	Title Page

	Start of Content

	Start of Backmatter

	Copyright





Page List


	ii

	iii

	iv

	v

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247







For Amanda, who found me when I was lost







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.”
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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
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