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  CALIFORNIA SOBER

  
  






Jace counted the bills again, knowing it would still be a thousand even, but doing it anyway because touching money felt good. Twenties mostly, some tens, a few crumpled fives that smelled like cigarettes and defeat. Three months of dealing dime bags to the losers at Pine Ridge Mobile Home Park, and this was what he had to show for it.

“Not bad for government cheese,” he said to nobody.

The trailer was quiet except for the hum of the mini-fridge and Mrs. Kowalski next door screaming at her cats again. Jace folded the money, tucked it in his front pocket, and grabbed his keys. Time to make a move.

The grow shop in Eureka didn’t look like much—just another strip mall storefront between a check-cashing place and a taco joint that probably hadn’t passed inspection since the Clinton administration. But the kid behind the counter knew his business.

“First time?” the kid asked. He had gauges in his ears and a neck tattoo that said BLESSED in Gothic script.

“That obvious?”

“You got that look. Like you’re buying condoms at sixteen.” The kid grinned. “What you thinking? Indoor, outdoor?”

“Indoor. Small setup.”

“How small we talking?”

Jace looked around the shop, noting the security cameras in the corners. “Small enough not to get noticed.”

The kid nodded like this made perfect sense. “Shed grow. Classic. You want six plants, maybe eight if you’re feeling lucky. LED lights, decent ventilation, some decent soil.” He started pulling items off shelves. “Fox Farm’s good for beginners. Ocean Forest. Plants’ll love it.”

“How much?”

“Six hundred for everything. That’s friends and family.”

Jace pulled out four hundreds. “This is what I got.”

“Four bills.” The kid considered this. “Okay. We do this right, you’ll make it back first harvest. What’s your timeline?”

“Soon as possible.”

“Aren’t we all, brother. Aren’t we all.”




The plants looked like nothing special in their little pots, just green leaves and possibility. Jace arranged them in the back corner of the aluminum shed behind his trailer, running the extension cord through a gap in the door frame. The LED panel hummed to life, bathing everything in purple light.

Six plants. That’s what the kid had said would fit. Six plants that could yield maybe a pound each if he didn’t screw it up. At street prices, that was serious money. Real money. The kind that could get him out of Pine Ridge and into something that didn’t smell like mold and broken dreams.

Carl Brennan stood at his kitchen window next door, coffee mug in hand, watching. Carl was one of those guys who’d done time upstate and never let you forget it. Prison tats, prison stories, prison wisdom nobody asked for. The kind of neighbor who knew everybody’s business and made it his job to know more.

Jace waved. Carl waved back, but his eyes stayed on the shed.




The Rusty Pelican was the kind of bar where the pool table had cigarette burns and the jukebox played nothing but country music from the Carter administration. Jace liked it because the bartender was Tara and Tara had green eyes and curves that made him forget about everything else for a while.

“You look different,” she said, pulling him a beer without being asked.

“Different how?”

“I don’t know. Like you got a secret.”

“Maybe I do.”

She leaned across the bar, close enough that he could smell her perfume mixed with cigarette smoke and something else, something that made his blood move faster.

“What kind of secret?”

“The kind that makes money.”

“Those are the best kind.”

The bar was mostly empty except for a couple of old-timers playing cribbage and a woman in scrubs who looked like she’d just finished a double shift at the hospital. Tara poured herself a shot of something amber and knocked it back.

“You want to know a secret?” she said.

“Always.”

“I get off at ten.”




They ended up in the alley behind the bar, pressed against the brick wall next to the dumpster. Her skirt hiked up, his hands everywhere they shouldn’t be, both of them breathing hard and not caring who might see. It was quick and desperate and exactly what they both needed.

Afterward, she fixed her hair in the reflection of his truck window.

“This doesn’t mean anything,” she said.

“I know.”

“Good. Because I don’t do complicated.”

“Neither do I.”

She lit a cigarette, the flame from her lighter making her face glow for a second in the darkness. “What’s your secret, Jace? The money one.”

“Just a side business.”

“What kind of side business?”

“The kind that’s none of your business.”

She laughed, smoke curling from her lips. “Fair enough. But if you ever need help moving product, I know people.”

“What kind of people?”

“The kind with money and poor impulse control.” She dropped the cigarette and crushed it under her heel. “I should get back inside.”

Jace watched her walk away, admiring the view and wondering if she was serious about helping. Probably not. People said a lot of things when they had their blood up.




Back at the trailer, the purple light was still glowing in the shed window. Jace checked the plants one more time, adjusting the light, checking the soil moisture, playing grower like he knew what he was doing.

Carl’s kitchen light was on, and Jace could see him sitting at his table, still drinking coffee even though it was past midnight. Some people never slept, just moved from one form of consciousness to another.

Inside the trailer, Jace made himself a sandwich and counted his money again. Six hundred for the growing setup left him with four hundred and change. Enough to keep dealing while the plants did their thing. Enough to buy groceries and pay the lot rent and maybe take Tara somewhere nicer than an alley.

The plants would take three months to mature. Three months of waiting and hoping and trying not to think about what could go wrong. Cops, thieves, plant diseases, nosy neighbors who’d done time upstate and had opinions about everything.

But if it worked—if the plants grew and the harvest was decent and he could move the product without getting arrested or killed—he’d have enough money to think about his next move. Maybe buy some land up in the hills. Maybe set up a real operation.

Maybe get out of Pine Ridge for good.

Jace finished his sandwich and turned off the lights. Tomorrow he’d start dealing again, moving the same dime bags to the same losers, pretending like nothing had changed. But something had changed. He could feel it in the purple glow coming from the shed, in the possibility growing under artificial light.

For the first time in his nineteen years, Jace Ryland had a plan.
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Two weeks in and the plants were actually growing. Jace hadn’t expected that. He’d figured they’d die or wilt or do whatever plants did when you didn’t know what you were doing. But the little green bastards were getting bigger, reaching toward the purple light like they had somewhere to be.

He checked them every morning before coffee, every evening after dealing. Sometimes twice in between if business was slow. The kid at the grow shop had said not to overwater them, so Jace stuck his finger in the soil every time, feeling for moisture like he was taking the earth’s temperature.

“Looking good,” he told the plants. Talking to them felt stupid, but the kid had mentioned something about plants liking conversation. Jace drew the line at playing them music.

The nutrient schedule was taped to the shed wall—when to feed, what to feed, how much water. Simple enough that even a trailer park dropout could handle it. Feed them Tuesday and Friday, water when the soil felt dry, keep the light on eighteen hours a day. Like taking care of expensive pets that might make you rich.

Carl was still watching from his kitchen window every morning, coffee in hand like it was his job. This morning he wandered over while Jace was watering.

“Interesting hobby you got there,” Carl said.

“Just some plants.”

“Purple light’s pretty bright for regular plants.”

Jace kept watering, not looking up. “It’s an art project.”

“Art project.” Carl nodded like this made sense. “What kind of art you making in there?”

“The kind that’s none of your business.”

Carl laughed, but it wasn’t a friendly sound. “Relax, kid. I’m not the law. Did twelve years at Pelican Bay. You think I give a shit about somebody growing a little herb?”

“Then why you asking?”

“Curious. Plus, you know, neighbors should look out for each other.”

Jace turned off the hose and looked at Carl for the first time. Mid-fifties, gray hair, arms like a guy who’d spent serious time lifting weights in a concrete box. Prison tats covered his forearms—badly done numbers and letters that probably meant something to somebody.

“Look out for each other how?”

“Just saying. You ever need anything, I’m right next door. Security, muscle, whatever.” Carl’s smile showed teeth that had seen better decades. “For a reasonable fee, of course.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“You do that.” Carl headed back to his trailer, coffee mug in hand. “Nice talking to you, neighbor.”

Jace watched him go, wondering if that was a threat or an offer. With guys like Carl, the difference wasn’t always clear.

The Rusty Pelican was dead on a Tuesday afternoon. Just Jace, the old-timers with their cribbage board, and Tara polishing glasses behind the bar. She looked up when he walked in, smiled like she meant it.

“Afternoon, stranger.”

“Beer and a question.”

“Beer’s easy. Question depends on what you’re asking.”

She pulled him a draft, foam spilling over the rim. Her tank top was tight enough that he could see the outline of her bra, and she knew he was looking. They both knew he was looking.

“You know a guy named Vic?”

The smile faded a little. “Why?”

“Somebody mentioned him. Said he deals around here.”

“Vic Torrance. Yeah, I know him. Big guy, drives a black pickup, thinks he owns this part of the county.” She set the beer down harder than necessary. “Why you asking about Vic?”

“Just curious.”

“Curious’ll get you hurt around here. Vic doesn’t like competition.”

“Who said anything about competition?”

Tara leaned across the bar, voice dropping. “You’re dealing, aren’t you? That’s your secret money business.”

Jance took a sip of beer, not answering.

“I’m right.” She shook her head. “Jesus, Jace. You know what happens to people who try to freelance in Vic’s territory?”

“What happens?”

“They stop freelancing. Sometimes they stop other things too.”

One of the old-timers called for another round. Tara moved down the bar, leaving Jace with his beer and new information. Vic Torrance. Black pickup. Territorial. Good to know.

When she came back, she looked worried.

“You need to be careful,” she said.

“I’m always careful.”

“No, you’re not. Careful people don’t start growing weed in their backyard shed.”

“How do you know about the shed?”

“Lucky guess.” She started wiping down the bar again, not meeting his eyes. “Plus Carl’s been talking.”

“Carl’s been talking to you?”

“Carl talks to everybody. It’s what he does.” She looked up. “He’s also been asking questions about you.”

“What kind of questions?”

“The kind that make me think you should find a new hobby.”

Jace finished his beer and left a ten on the bar. “Thanks for the warning.”

“Jace.” She caught his arm as he turned to go. “I meant what I said the other night. About knowing people who buy. But you need to be smart about this. Vic finds out you’re growing, he’s going to want a piece. And if you don’t give him a piece…”

“He’ll take the whole thing.”

“He’ll take everything.”

Outside, the afternoon sun felt good after the dim bar. Jace sat in his truck for a minute, thinking about Vic Torrance and black pickups and Carl’s coffee-mug surveillance. The plants were doing fine, growing bigger every day. In two months, maybe less, he’d have something to sell. Real weight, not dime bags.

But Tara was right about one thing—he needed to be smart. Growing was one thing. Moving product was something else. You couldn’t just put a sign in your yard: “Fresh Weed, Reasonable Prices.”

Back at Pine Ridge, he checked the plants again. They were definitely bigger, leaves spreading wider, stems getting thicker. The kid at the grow shop had been right about the Ocean Forest soil. The plants loved it.

Carl’s truck wasn’t in his driveway, which was good. Jace didn’t feel like another neighborly conversation about art projects and mutual assistance. He had enough to think about without adding Carl’s prison wisdom to the mix.

Inside the trailer, he counted his money again. Still had three hundred and change after buying groceries and paying the lot rent. Enough to keep dealing while he waited for the real payday. But Tara’s warning stuck with him. Vic Torrance. Black pickup. Territorial.

Maybe it was time to start thinking about what came after the plants were ready. Where to sell, how much to ask, what to do if Vic came calling. The kid at the grow shop had made it sound easy—grow the plants, harvest the buds, count the money. But guys like the kid didn’t have to worry about guys like Vic.

Jace made himself a sandwich and turned on the television. Nothing but talk shows and commercials for products he’d never be able to afford. He switched it off and went back to the shed, checking the plants one more time even though nothing had changed in the last hour.

They were still growing, still reaching toward the purple light. In eight weeks, maybe ten, he’d know if his plan was genius or suicide. Either way, it beat dealing dime bags to the losers at Pine Ridge for the rest of


























