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Synopsis

Cash Braddock is a drug dealer. But the classy kind.
Pills. She really doesn’t get why people are so uptight about that
sort of thing. She has a decent operation, a little business to
launder money through, and only a few Mommy issues.

Laurel Collins is the perfect girl for Cash. She
wears vintage ties and is totally chill. She doesn’t mind the
dealing or Cash’s cat. It’s almost like she’s Cash’s dream girl.
Sometimes she’s a little closed off about, you know, life. But who
isn’t?

Sadly, the drug game doesn’t always run smoothly.
There are dealers who don’t respect boundaries and unreliable
customers. And, of course, dealers don’t fly under the cops’ radar
forever. Even when they work with dirty cops. Which is a damn
shame. It’s not like they’re hurting anybody, right?
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I’m still probably not a grown-up. But maybe I’m
getting closer. Cash Braddock is totally a grown-up. She just
happens to be a drug dealer. But Cash and I have one big trait in
common. We are done with social niceties.

My mother always said that the only thing she wanted
was for me to be healthy and happy. I spent the better part of my
twenties cultivating personal health and happiness. It went well.
But now I realize that the external, the social, the constructs are
relevant. I have always disregarded the rules, but I also let it
slide when other people followed them. Even when the rules were
wrong or hateful or built on lies. This book is my first salvo. I
don’t always agree with Cash. She may have given up on too many
rules. But maybe the rest of us can be a little less abiding.

As always, I couldn’t have finished this book
without some help. A massive thank you to Sydney Stigerts for the
gift of legitimacy. You answered some very strange questions in
intricate detail. And you frequently did so at all hours of the
night.

Carsen Taite, you have been many things to me: pal,
mentor, bro, cheerleader, mother? But you have consistently been my
hero. Thanks again for guiding me through the last month of blind
panic that comes with finishing a novel.

Everyone at Bold Strokes Books, but especially
Radclyffe and Sandy Lowe for never shutting me down. Even when they
probably should. And thanks to Cindy Cresap for always shutting me
down. Like a champ.

Finally, thanks to you, my readers. Without an
audience this would be another exercise in arrogance. It still
probably is, but I appreciate the indulgence anyway. I hope you
will stick around for the rest of the series. Cash and I are just
getting started.


Dedication

For my wife.

If I ever go to jail,I know you’ll be right there
with me.


Chapter One

There were two wedding invitations in my mailbox.
That was when I realized I was getting old. It wasn’t the way my
back hurt when I got up at noon. Or my mutual funds maturing. Hell,
it wasn’t even the way that teenagers looked liked children. It was
the fucking wedding invitations. Three this week.

I had to blame Prop 8 and DOMA a little. Most of my
buddies from college had been married for years. They were just
making it official. But half of them were terrified back in the
summer of ’08 when their significant others started eyeing wedding
bands. Prop 8 was pretty much a relief. Not that they—in their
queer activist twenties—would admit it. And now it was legal for
real. Even the non-activist kids were signing up.

But it wasn’t even the gaymos. It was the straight
kids too. Not that I knew a lot of straight people. Still, my
little cousin was marrying her boyfriend. And my old roommate was
marrying his girlfriend. I couldn’t even feign insult anymore at
being sent invitations when I wasn’t allowed the privilege of
marriage. That trick had gotten me out of quite a few weddings.

I fucking hated weddings. Not for some sad, lonely
reason. And not because of the expense or the pain in my ass that
it was to attend. I just didn’t like pretending I gave a fuck. I
didn’t mind dressing up. I didn’t enjoy it, but I didn’t mind it. I
simply didn’t want to bother filling out the damn R.S.V.P. and
putting it in the mail. I didn’t want to show up and smile and tell
people they looked pretty or handsome or happy or lucky. I didn’t
begrudge my friends their happiness. But sitting there and watching
a ceremony that I was supposed to be emotionally invested in was
draining. I didn’t do well with shit that was socially
obligatory.

Maybe my uncle was right and I really was a cynical
asshole.

The rest of my mail was crap. I tossed it all on the
table inside my front door and hoped the invitations would
miraculously fall and disappear. I stretched out on my couch,
thanked myself for remembering the AC before I left the house
earlier, and picked up the book I was reading.

I woke up to the obnoxious chirp of my cell phone
and my cat kneading my stomach. Her claws went right through the
cotton of my T-shirt and into my skin.

“That hurts.” Nickels seemed okay with it. I
disentangled the cat’s claws and looked at my phone. I had three
new deliveries in addition to the six already on my schedule. The
last was a party, which was probably good, but also sucked. Damn
social niceties. Even college boys had social standards. I hated
playing into them.

I sorted through the fresh cut herbs stored in my
pantry. I arranged a couple bunches in two low, flat boxes. They
looked a little sparse so I added a few organic tomatoes into a
corner of each box. They were passable. I pulled the basil back
out, tucked a bag of white pills into one, light orange into the
other. None of my other deliveries required me to keep up
appearances.

As I was leaving, I glanced in the mirror by the
door. My accidental nap had done terrible things to my hair. I set
the boxes back on the kitchen table and went into the bathroom. It
took five minutes of careful straight iron application to make my
pompadour stand up the way it was supposed to. I smoothed the sides
and part with paste. It would do. I went back out to the kitchen.
Nickels was staring at the boxes like she knew I was abandoning
her.

“I’m sorry,” I said. She was unmoved. “I’ll be back
later.” She meowed. “Yeah, I love you too.”

I grabbed my keys and bag, glared at the wedding
invitations, and took off. My first two deliveries were easy. Fab
Forties. I turned off Folsom Boulevard and marveled at the way the
trees dropped the temp a couple degrees. Wealth had its perks. Even
nature helped with the imbalance. At the first house, I parked on
the street. Visibility was one of my greatest services. Brant
opened the door about two seconds after slight bells echoed through
the house.

“Honey, you’re just in time. I’m doing a lime
cilantro vinaigrette, and it needs time for the flavors to fully
absorb.”

If he was bothering to tell me what he was cooking,
that meant he had company. I glanced at the garage. No luxury sedan
visible through the leaded glass. The husband wasn’t home. That
meant one of Brant’s walking friends.

“Then you’re lucky I brought lime leaves. I’m almost
out this week.”

“No.” Brant looked shocked.

“One of my customers decided they were divine in
cocktails. She cleaned me out. But I saved some for you,” I
said.

“That’s tragic. Why would anyone do that to a
cocktail? Come inside. You have to see the new curtains.”

As if I gave a fuck about curtains. “The ones you
were telling me about? I thought they wouldn’t be here until next
week.”

Brant winked. He knew how painful this conversation
was for me. “You’ll love them.” He spun and led me through the
house. We stopped on the way to the kitchen so I could admire the
curtains in the white room. I didn’t think people called them that
anymore. Maybe people never called them that. But I had too many
friends growing up with mothers who maintained a perfect room that
no one was allowed in. White couches weren’t meant for dirty
teenagers. Brant had chosen a rich cream for the curtains.
Something warm enough to lighten the room without being too heavy
for a Sacramento summer. I said appropriate things.

“Have you met Janice? She’s Chuck’s baby sister,”
Brant said as we stepped into the kitchen. “Janice, this is
Cash.”

Janice looked up at me from the breakfast nook. She
took in my worn designer jeans, plain white T-shirt, and dirty
Converse. She smiled at me. The smile was strained in the way that
was reserved for the help. I guess I wasn’t hiding my status well
enough. What a shame.

“Pleased to meet you.” I gave her the smile she was
expecting. The one that said I respect that your husband’s bank
account is bigger than mine.

“Yes,” she said.

Wasn’t it my fucking honor.

“Let me take that.” Brant held out his hands. I gave
him the box. He took it into the oversized pantry and unloaded a
few items. The bag of pills went into a container of rice. He was
lucky I knew to double bag for him. Janice didn’t look up from her
iPhone.

I took out my phone. It was the same generation as
hers. Brant watched me punch in items arbitrarily until we reached
the magic number. He handed me his credit card. I swiped it through
the reader and handed the phone to him for a signature.

“You’re a lifesaver.” Brant winked at me. His stash
must have been low. Boy was abusing the product. I’d have to watch
his intake. An overdose led to a lot of nasty questions.

“I bet you say that to all the boys,” I said.

Brant laughed. Janice scowled. Queers weren’t
supposed to be so casually queer. Even when your brother was in the
club. Though Chuck did very well at the whole gender conformity
thing.

“Only the dirty farm boys,” Brant said. “Janice, I’d
let you use Cash too, but her supplies are regulated. I can’t have
you cutting into my source of organics.”

Janice’s curiosity won over her disdain. “Is that
really your name?”

“Only since infancy,” I said. She looked skeptical.
“I think my mother was high when she named me.”

Brant laughed. Everyone always did. It was a great
joke. Except for the part where it was true.

“Thanks for the produce, honey.” We walked back to
the front door.

“Of course. I’ll see you next week?”

Brant nodded. “I’ll text you with my order.”

The rest of my afternoon was easy. Peggy, the
straight version of Brant plus twenty years, didn’t have company. I
gave her the box of produce and swiped her card.

Four of my deliveries were in the various apartment
complexes around Sacramento State University. Most of my business
at the college dropped off in May, but there were still a few
stragglers. Plus, summer session kept the campus limping along.

One of my deliveries was in Land Park. It was
another housewife, but she didn’t bother hiding from her husband.
No sweating, wasted produce there. The final kid was a City
dropout. He enrolled in classes twice a year, collected financial
aid, then dropped all the classes. The school or the government was
going to catch on at some point, but until then he enjoyed Oxy and
I enjoyed money.

The college boys having a party texted to up their
order so I called Nate, my weekend help, and enlisted him. He
agreed to meet at my place at nine, which left enough time for me
to inhale a burrito and a beer. Not bad for a Friday.

I was two bites of salsa and a swig of beer in when
there was a knock on my door. Nate wasn’t the type to be early. I
swung the door open and leaned against the jamb.

“You ever heard of Natasha Lyonne? She’s that dyke
chick on Orange is the New Black. Like hot, but in a real
way.” My fifteen-year-old neighbor pushed past me and went straight
to the DVD shelf.

“I have a pulse, tiger.”

“What’s that mean?” Andy flipped her honey brown
hair out of her face. She was rocking an Ellen Page post coming out
cut. This week.

“She’s hot. Yes, I know who she is. Does your mother
know you’re over here?”

Andy traced her fingertips along the shelves and
mouthed the alphabet. Nickels decided to grace us with her
presence. She must have heard Andy’s voice. “Hey, Nick, Nick,
Nickie.” Andy picked her up and continued with the alphabet. The
cat started to purr. “Mom’s working. I texted. But I’m not
staying.”

“I hope not. You haven’t been invited to stay.” I
almost managed arch, but then I remembered I didn’t have quite
enough class to be arch.

“So Nicky, Lyonne, whatever, is in this cheerleading
movie. I’m totally into her right now.”

“Top shelf. But I’m a Cheerleader. Grab
Girl, Interrupted too. Once you watch But I’m a
Cheerleader, you’re going to be madly in love with Clea Duvall.
Trust me. She’s a freak show in Girl, Interrupted, but a hot
freak show.”

“How do you have so many old movies?”

“If you keep making cracks about how old I am, you
won’t have access any more.”

Andy looked up from her task. She managed to look
confused and guilty all at once. “I didn’t…I’m not
saying…Sorry.”

“I’m giving you shit.”

“I just mean, your collection is like better than
Netflix sometimes.”

“Netflix has the worst lesbian movies. And they were
all made the year you were born. And the lesbians are represented
by thin metaphors instead of actual lesbians.”

“I think that was an insult. Pretty sure, actually.
But you like Netflix so shut your face. Also, I like Netflix so
shut your face. I’m just saying, you’ve got better lesbian movies
than they do.” For her generation, that was a huge compliment. I
think.

She tucked both DVDs under her arm. Nickels batted
at them.

“Your mom leave dinner?”

“Yeah. She’ll be back at midnight. I’ll be
fine.”

I nodded. “But I’m a Cheerleader is R because
of a sex scene, but it’s a homophobic rating.” Andy tilted her
head. “Lesbian sex will destroy the children. You’ll survive. But
Girl, Interrupted has some tough spots. It takes place in a
mental institution. If it’s too much, turn it off, ’kay?”

“Yeah. Fine.” So much sincerity.

“There’s a chick in there who’s institutionalized
’cause she’s a dyke. Keep an eye.” I grinned.

“Are you going to give me another history lecture?”
Andy sighed and set the cat down.

“Always. Now, get out of here. I have to work
tonight. Got to finish my dinner.”

“Thanks.” She headed out the door. “I’ll text if I
light the place on fire.”

“If you light the place on fire, call the fire
department. Then text,” I shouted. The door was already closed, but
I could hear her laughing. Nickels climbed back in her bed. “Oh, I
see how it is.” She closed her eyes.


Chapter Two

Nate showed up as I was rinsing my bottle. We
counted out a full rainbow of pills and stuffed the small baggies
into our messenger bags. Nate was good with numbers so I trusted
him to keep track without taking notes. Parties were terrible for
tracking inventory. His ability to rattle off numbers at the end of
the night was one of his best qualities. That and nearly six feet
of muscle. Very few people were dumb enough to argue with Nathan
Xiao.

I followed Nate to a house off 65th. He knew the
neighborhoods around the colleges better than I did. I had my
dignity so I made it a point to not know college neighborhoods. We
parked a block away from each other. Neither of us had ever
articulated an escape plan, but we both had a vague understanding
that we didn’t want to be there if the cops broke up a party full
of drunk twenty-year-olds. If we parked in opposite directions, it
increased our chances of driving away.

A hipster kid opened the door. He would have been a
prep-type in my day, but ten years of trends had done nothing good
for his style. Too tight button-down, too tight jeans, haircut
reminiscent of the Victorian era. I knew the kid. He was the one
who had texted me an invite, but I could never remember his name.
Something woefully nineties and forgettable. Pacey? Bailey?
Television was never good for baby names.

“Cash! Nate! You made it!”

As if we were friends.

I shook his hand. “Hey.” He nodded and dismissed
me.

“Hey, Dawson.” Nate shook his hand just hard enough
to show who was stronger. “You always have great whiskey. How could
we pass it up?”

I managed not to roll my eyes. This was Nate’s other
talent. Talking to douchey guys in their own language.

The kid nearly jumped in excitement. “We were just
going to do a tasting. You want in?”

“Later, definitely. Got to unload our pockets first,
you know?” Nate nodded at his messenger bag.

“Totally. Well, come on in.”

Dawson melted away in the direction of his cheap
whiskey tasting and we moved into the living room. I was constantly
amazed that kids still had house parties. But they were good for
business, and this one was packed. By unspoken agreement, Nate
found a wall to post up on while I made my way to the back of the
house. In the backyard, I found a keg and more drunk college kids.
A girl approached as soon as she saw me.

“Hey, you’re Cash, right?”

“That’s me.”

“I heard you got Adderall.” Her eyes shone.
Youthful. Dumb. Yes, for her I definitely had Adderall.

We negotiated to a price twenty percent higher than
I charged my regulars. She gave me some cash from her cleavage—I
should have gone for thirty percent—and I gave her a bag of blue
pills.

Parties were nice because I didn’t have to be nearly
as discreet. In fact, blatant tended to earn higher revenue. It
made me more approachable. And at a party like this I didn’t need
to worry about cops. The kids were all so young that anyone older
than twenty-five was as obvious as, well, me.

After I had done the backyard for an hour, Nate and
I swapped. I wandered through the kitchen and was thankful I wasn’t
drinking. Nothing looked clean.

The wad of cash in my chest pocket had grown to a
decent size. I’d gone through about half of what I was carrying and
overcharged nearly everyone. I didn’t feel bad about upping the
price at parties. Hell, they expected it. Plus, Nate was the party
guy. His tolerance was higher. I was much better at peddling subpar
organic produce with a side of OxyContin or Xanax. Housewives loved
me.

I followed an intoxicated couple toward the front of
the house. He tripped and she pushed him upright. He grabbed her
ass. For balance, I’m sure. Her heel caught on the perfectly
restored hardwood and they stumbled into a wall.

Alcohol was not an attractive drug.

Across the living room, I caught sight of a woman
who very much did not belong. She was my age, maybe a couple of
years older. Her dark hair caught the glow of the dull lights
placed throughout the room. She disappeared behind a group of
wrestling boys, then reappeared in the mouth of the hallway leading
to the back of the house. With a final glance around the room, she
melted away. She was looking for someone. I wanted to be that
someone.

I ducked into the hallway. She wasn’t there. Not in
the rooms off the hallway either. When I got to the backyard, Nate
started to approach me, but I waved him off. She was sitting on the
retaining wall holding up the long dead garden. Weren’t hipsters
supposed to be into gardening?

She had her feet stretched out on the cracked patio.
She was wearing boots and comfortably tight jeans. Her hair was
long by my standards, cropped between her ears and chin.

“You look as lost as I feel.” I sat next to her.

“That obvious, huh?” She smiled and I was ready to
send out one of those damn invitations myself. “My baby sis and I
were supposed to hang out tonight. She brought me here and ditched
me.” She tugged at the collar of her checked shirt, loosened her
tie more. “Which she has done one thousand million times. So,
really, I should have seen it coming.”

“She sounds like a peach,” I said.

“She’s much more charming when she’s not present.
Trust me.”

“I’m Cash Braddock.” I held out my hand and she took
it.

“Laurel Collins.”

About four seconds after the appropriate time to let
go, I released her hand.

“So, Cash, how did you end up at this sad
affair?”

“Wingman meets third wheel. I’ve been ditched and
now I think I need better friends.”

“May I suggest friends who don’t date
twenty-year-olds?”

I laughed. “Noted. Any chance I could interest you
in a drink? Somewhere legal where we don’t get a lecture on home
brewing.” Also, somewhere no one would come up and ask me for
drugs. That was more second date material.

“You’re reading my mind here.” Laurel stood. “Do you
need to tell your friend that you’re leaving?”

“As tempted as I am to abandon him, yeah, I should
probably give him a heads-up. You?”

“You know, I think this will be an excellent lesson
for my sister. She can walk home.”

I laughed. She was kind of a dick. I liked it.

“Are you driving?” I asked.

“Yeah. I’m a couple blocks away.”

“Me too. Do you know The Depot?”

“Little place next to Badlands?” she asked.

“That’s the one. Meet you there in twenty?”

“I look forward to it.” Her mouth twitched like she
was fighting a grin.

I watched her walk away. She had a fantastic walk.
Like she knew where she was going. I wished I had that
knowledge.

Nate was finishing a sale when I found him again. I
hovered far enough away so his customers wouldn’t feel crowded.
When he was done, he turned to me.

“Please tell me you’re taking that chick out.”

“You don’t mind?”

“Hell no. You need a life. And that woman is totally
your type.”

“You know my type?”

“Gorgeous dykes. You’re simple like that. Even I
could get a read on her. She’s got that whole chick who could kick
your ass look.”

“You’re crazy.”

Nate grinned. “Let me guess, up close she’s kinda
buff, but tone not muscle. Strong jawline. Pretty eyes. Full
lips—”

“No, just the bottom one,” I interrupted.

He laughed. “And she was annoyed by everyone at the
party except you.”

“I don’t like this game.”

“Get out of here, man.” He pushed me toward the
door.

“Yeah, yeah I’m going.”

“I’ll follow you out. How much product you got
left?”

“About half. You really don’t mind?”

“You ask again, I’ll punch you,” he said.

We stopped by my car. I dug the remaining pills out
of my bag and gave them to Nate. We bundled the cash we had made so
far, and I stashed it in the locked compartment in the back of my
SUV. No point carrying it around. He told me he’d be by my place in
the morning to count out and get paid.

Fifteen minutes later, I snagged parking on 20th
Street. I realized I was nervous. Carrying a trunkful of drugs and
illicit cash, smuggling pills across the border, selling product
for a dirty cop, none of that scared me. But this was unfamiliar
territory. What if she wasn’t there? What if she was boring? What
if she thought I was boring?

I pushed open the door to The Depot and waited for
my eyes to adjust to the dim lighting. This was the only quiet gay
bar I’d ever found. It was probably the only quiet gay bar in
America. Maybe the world. That was its appeal. I felt movement to
my right and turned in time to see Laurel push off the wall.

“Hey.” I managed not to grin. Had to be cool.

“Hey. I don’t think I’ve ever been inside this
place. Only walked past.”

“Yeah? It’s never crowded.”

“Big plus.”

We moved to the bar. Laurel leaned over and made eye
contact with the bartender. He took his time making his way over.
They didn’t mind women here, but we weren’t their intended
clientele.

“What can I get you?” he asked.

“Anchor Steam for me.” I looked at Laurel.

“Any chance it’s on tap?” she asked both of us.

“Yep,” the bartender said.

“Two then.”

“IDs?” He pulled glasses from under the bar while he
waited.

I thumbed out my ID and some cash. Laurel took the
ID and handed hers over with mine.

Getting ID’d was obnoxious, but I knew I’d be even
more irritated the day they stopped asking. The bartender handed
back our licenses and started to fill our glasses. Laurel handed my
ID back.

“Your name’s actually Cash?”

“Long story.”

She nodded. I put some money on the bar and we
grabbed our glasses.

“Best seats are out back,” I said. She nodded and
followed me. Out back was actually caged in, but the air was
fresher than in the bar and it was far enough from the pool tables
to escape the noise. We settled on bar stools.

“So you gonna share?” Laurel asked.

“What?”

“The long story.”

“Oh. That.” She nodded. “My mom was broke so this
way she always had cash.”

Laurel looked skeptical. “Can’t say she never
did.”

“Oh, that’s good. I think I’ll add that to the cheap
explanation.”

Almost got a smile. “And the real story?”

“My mother is an addict. She managed to stay sober
until I was born, but as soon as she had me…” I shrugged.
“Decision-making—like baby names—wasn’t her strong suit.”

“That’s rough.”

“Not really. My uncle Clive, her brother, raised me.
Last time I saw her, I was six years old. She wasn’t really a
parent. Kind of like a crazy aunt. My uncle is cool though.”

“He live in Sac?”

“Up the hill. He has a little organic farm. Well, I
guess we both do. I’m a partner.”

“You’re a farmer?” She smiled and pushed her hair up
out of her eyes. It stayed for half a second before falling back
across her cheek. Swoon. I had to replay the conversation and
remove my head from my ass before I answered.

“Not really. He farms, I deliver his produce. It’s
very glamorous. What about you?”

“Am I a farmer?”

I grinned. “No. Although, yes, are you a farmer? And
if not, then why? You got something against farmers?”

“I can’t say I’ve always been a fan of farmers, but
I recently met this super hot farmer chick, and she is making me
reevaluate my prejudice.”

Christ, the girl was smooth. I used to be
smooth.

“That’s good. You’re so open-minded. I’ve always
appreciated that about you.”

“I do my best.”

“If not farming, then how do you disappoint your
parents?” I asked.

She scoffed. “Please. I’m so good at disappointing
my parents.” She took a long drink of Anchor Steam. Nodded in
appreciation. Set the glass down. “I was a double major. Criminal
justice and English. And I’ve now managed to avoid law school for
about a decade.”

“Impressive.”

“It’s a talent.”

One of many. I was sure.

“Sibs? Baby sis any good at being a
disappointment?”

She laughed. “She makes me look like an amateur. I’m
the oldest of four. I’ve been told they will mature. I’m still
waiting.”

“How old?”

“Four or five years between all of us. Youngest is
eighteen. She’s at Sac State, obviously, but I’m thinking studying
hasn’t been a priority.”

I laughed. If sis was going to the parties I was
invited to, then no, studying was not a priority. Except maybe the
week before finals when I would sell out of Adderall.

Laurel told me a bit more about the family, one of
her brothers hadn’t escaped law school. She asked some questions
about my uncle’s farm. She was easy to talk to. Easier to look at.
Nathan was right. She was exactly my type. Dangerous.


Chapter Three

When I got home just after two, I noticed that the
light out back was still on. I glanced out and found Andy sprawled
on the bench on her side of the porch, the glow of her phone
illuminated her face. She was asleep. The phone finished vibrating
its message, then went dark. I let myself outside.

“Andy, hey, Anderson.” I shook her foot. “Wake up,
tiger.”

“Huh?”

“What are you doing out here? Your mom home
yet?”

Andy sat up and rubbed her face. “She got stuck at
the hospital. It’s nice out. Fell asleep.” She swiped her phone and
grinned.

I sat next to her. “Hot text date?”

“This is why I think you’re old. What the hell is a
text date?” She tapped her phone, then locked it.

“Sorry. Snapchat date.”

She sighed. “Yeah. Snapchat date. That’s a
thing.”

“You’re an ass.”

“One of us has to talk to chicks. You’re not
stepping up.” Andy leaned her head back against the side of the
house and closed her eyes. “I can’t help that women want me.”

I did my best not to laugh at her. “I will have you
know that I just shut down a bar with a chick.”

“Uh-huh. Me too. I way just shut down a bar with a
chick.”

“Do you have any idea what that means?” I asked.

“Of course.” She opened her eyes. “It’s like
you…shut down a bar…with a chick?”

“It means we were there so long, the bar shut
down.”

“Wait. For real. You went on an actual date? With an
actual chick?” I nodded. “That’s dope.” She shoved my shoulder.

High praise.

“It’s late. I’m going to bed. So should you.” I
stood.

“Yeah, sure.” She made no move.

“At least go inside. I haven’t fixed the lock on the
gate yet.” The neighborhood was safe enough, but I didn’t like her
being out alone this late. Neither would her mother.

“I thought you were going to last week?”

“Bought the lock. Haven’t installed it.”

She perked up. “Can we tomorrow? I can help.”

Kid just wanted to wear my tool belt. “Sure. If you
go inside now.”

“Fine.” Andy stood.

“Good night.”

“‚Night.”

I opened my door and waited until she was inside
before heading in. I heard her locks click, then footsteps to the
front door. She slid the deadbolt and hit the lights. She’d be
asleep on the couch in two minutes.

*

I woke up to my phone vibrating. It was a text from
Robin thanking me for making Andy go to bed the night before and
inviting me to dinner. Another text from Henry telling me to call
him. Who used phones to make calls any more? Boy was so twentieth
century. And paranoid. He was a deputy sheriff. I doubted the
sheriff’s department was interested in investigating its own
members. I hit call.

“Cash. Hey.”

“What’s up?” I rolled out of bed and pulled on
yesterday’s jeans.

“Big bust last night. I collected evidence.”

“Yeah?”

“And I’ve been doing a lot of paperwork. Needing to
check evidence in and out. You know how it goes.”

“Meet me tonight? My place.” I had no desire to see
Henry, but he always delivered good shit.

“I get off at eleven.”

“Cool. See you after?”

“Yep.” He hung up. No phone etiquette. You gotta at
least say good-bye. Let the other person know. Henry was a lost
cause. I made a note to give Andy a talk about phone etiquette.

By the time Nate showed up at ten, I had managed to
brush my teeth and put on a T-shirt. I opened the door to a cup of
coffee. Which made Nate perfect in every way. We sat at the kitchen
table and sorted out how much we had sold and for what price. I
took some shorthand notes, then counted out his cut. He
double-checked it.

“You’re giving me too much.” He started to count
again.

“No. You worked longer and covered me. It’s
fair.”

“But that’s not what we agreed.”

“You complaining?”

He laughed. “Okay, no. I guess not.”

“Besides, I know summer is tight. I need to keep you
around.”

“And I need to pay tuition.” Nate was a grad student
at Davis. He was studying something having to do with brain
chemistry. He’d tried to explain it to me once, but I didn’t do
well beyond monosyllabic words. “Thanks. Do you still want me to
make deliveries in West Sac this weekend?”

“Yeah. What do you need?”

We counted out the leftover pills from the night
before and separated what he would need for the weekend. I added
some hydrocodone to his mix and he was good to go. I was running
low on Xanax. Nate didn’t need it, so no big. Xanax was my
territory.

“Hey, how did it go with the chick last night?” He
grinned knowingly. Obnoxious.

“Good.”

“That’s it? Good? She was smoking and you say it was
good?” He scoffed and went back to stowing baggies in the Thermos
he used to hide drugs.

“We talked until the bar closed. It was good.”

“You didn’t get any? She was cruising you hard. Come
on.”

“She was not. Get your head out of your ass.” I
started putting away the detritus of our negotiations. Pills in the
pantry. High shelf above Andy’s head. That kid was too curious.
Money in the empty flour tin. I’d put it away properly later.

“Cash, she watched you from the moment you walked
outside. She’s got it bad.”

“You think?” Man, I hoped he was right. “Should I
text her?”

“And I’m the one with my head up my ass? You’re an
idiot.”

“Whatever.” I knew right then that I was going to
text her later. But he didn’t have to know that.

Nate shook his head. “Good luck. I’ll catch you
later.” He clapped his hand on my shoulder and headed out the door.
I locked it behind him.

I took the cup of coffee Nate had brought into my
study. While I waited for my laptop to boot, I glanced over our
notes. The revenue from the party had been entirely cash. No one
used their credit card to buy drugs at a party. I entered the
numbers into a spreadsheet. It tracked the sales as produce, which
kept Braddock Farm’s accountant happy. When everything was entered,
I shredded the handwritten notes. It didn’t matter than I was a
low-level dealer. There was no need to be stupid about this sort of
shit.

I went back to the kitchen and pulled the money out
of the flour tin. I trusted Nate, but that didn’t mean I had to be
naïve. I moved half the shit out of my freezer and pulled out the
box of taquitos from the back. I shoved the stack of cash
underneath the taquitos. As I was replacing everything in the
freezer, there was a knock on my back door.

“Come in,” I shouted. Only Robin or Andy used the
back door.

“Sounded like you were up. Can we fix the lock on
the fence now?” Andy rounded the corner into the kitchen.

“Sure. Just a sec.” I put the coffee pot together.
Nickels followed Andy into
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