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Cash and the Sorority Girl

Cash Braddock is doing…okay. She sort of has a
girlfriend, her business sucks less, and the cops are only picking
her up for interrogations every other weekend. Mediocrity has
underrated appeal. It’s fine.

 


The universities are back in session, which means
drugs are in high demand. Cash is becoming more reluctant to sell,
while Detective Laurel Kallen is on the trail of someone who’s been
drugging and assaulting women at college parties. Cash’s and
Laurel’s goals should be aligned, but neither is convinced of the
ethics of her job anymore.

 


When Laurel’s younger sister is assaulted, okay stops
being okay. If Cash wants to help the Kallen sisters, she must
decide her own moral bounds.

 


Third in the Cash Braddock series.


What Reviewers Say About Ashley Bartlett’s Work

Cash Braddock

 


“There were moments I laughed out loud, pop culture
references that I adored and parts I cringed because I’m a good
girl and Cash is kind of bad. I relished the moments that Laurel
and Cash spent alone. These two are really a good match and their
chemistry just jumps off the page. Playful, serious and sarcastic
all rolled into one harmonious pairing. The story is great, the
characters are fantastic and the twist, well, I never saw it
coming.”—The Romantic Reader Blog

 


“This book was amazing; Bartlett has a knack for
being able to create characters that just jump off the page and
immerse themselves into your heart.”—Fantastic Book
Reviews

 


 


The Price of Cash

 


“The chemistry between Cash and Laurel is fantastic.
This match has tension, heartache that pulls you deep into their
dilemma. You want them to go for it and damn the consequences. It
is so good! The whole book is fantastic, the love story, the crime,
supporting cast, really top notch. Ashley Bartlett has written a
fabulous follow-up. I cannot say enough good things about this one.
I am absolutely hooked on this series!”—The Romantic Reader
Blog

 


 


Dirty Sex

 


“A young, new author, Ashley Bartlett definitely
should be on your radar. She’s a really fresh, unique voice in a
sea of good authors. …I found [Dirty Sex] to be flawless.
The characters are deep and the action fast-paced. The romance
feels real, not contrived. There are no fat, padded scenes, but no
skimpy ones either. It’s told in a strong first-person voice that
speaks of the author’s and her character’s youth, but serves up
surprisingly mature revelations.”—Out in Print

 


 


Dirty Money

 


“Bartlett has exquisite taste when it comes to
selecting the right detail. And no matter how much plot she has to
get through, she never rushes the game. Her writing is so
well-paced and so self-assured, she should be twice as old as she
really is. That self-assuredness also mirrors through to her
characters, who are fully realized and totally believable.”—Out
in Print

 


“Bartlett has succeeded in giving us a mad-cap story
that will keep the reader turning page after page to see what
happens next.”—Lambda Literary

 


 


Dirty Power

 


“Bartlett’s talents are many. She knows her way
around an action scene, she writes memorably hot sex, her
plots are seamless, and her characters are true and deep. And if
that wasn’t enough, Coop’s voice is so genuine, so world-weary,
jaded, and outrageously sarcastic that if Bartlett had none of the
aforementioned attributes, the read would still be entertaining
enough to stretch over three books.”—Out in Print

 


“Here we have some rough and tumble action with some
felons on the run! A big plus is the main characters were very
engaging right from the start. …If you like your books super
chocked full of all manner of things, this will be a winner. I
definitely ended up enjoying this wild and woolly whoosh through
the world of hardcore criminals and those who track them. Give it a
try!”—Rainbow Book Reviews
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Chapter One

The phone ringing didn’t wake me. Laurel had
perfected the art of stealthily answering a barely audible phone in
the middle of the night. There was probably some woman in the past
for whom she had developed that skill. I’d never given it much
thought. The women in the past, that is. The ninja phone answering
I’d thought far too much about.

As she spoke, I pulled her closer, pressed my face
to the warm cotton draped over her shoulders, and continued to
doze. It was her lack of movement that made me wake up. The usual
subtle catches and shifts of her breath when I splayed my hand
against her stomach were strangely absent. Her breathing was deep
and too even—like she was holding it at the top of each inhale. Her
exhalations were measured, cultivated. That was what woke me.

I opened my eyes and rolled away. I couldn’t see
through the haze of sleep and I couldn’t understand what Laurel was
saying. Words were too hard to process. But the control, the curt
urgency in her tone was chilling. She tapped the phone to hang it
up. The pad of her finger against the glass echoed dully through
the room. She sat up. I pushed myself up too.

“I need to go to Mercy.”

“The hospital?” I asked.

Laurel nodded. “Lane is there.”

“Your sister? Is she okay?”

Laurel started to shake her head, then shrugged
instead. “I don’t know.”

I waited for her to expand. When she didn’t, I knew
she couldn’t. “I’ll drive you.”

She nodded once. “Thanks.”

We moved around each other, dressing, finding shoes,
blinking away sleep. The efficiency of her movements was the
product of a detective’s hours. Mine weren’t born of habit, but
panic. I’d never seen Laurel quite this coiled, subdued.

We drove out of midtown into East Sac. The lights on
the dash rolled to three a.m. Laurel kept both feet on the floor.
Her hands were folded in her lap.

“Do you need to call anyone? Your parents?” I
asked.

“No.”

I pulled into the hospital lot and followed the
signs to the emergency room. Laurel didn’t say anything so I
assumed that was the right place. I parked and Laurel walked to the
brightly lit entrance. Her pace slowly accelerated so we were
almost jogging by the time we got inside. She walked through the
waiting room, turned down a hallway, and took a hard corner.

“Where are we going?” I asked, but she didn’t
answer.

We stopped outside a closed door. She knocked twice,
then let herself in.

A woman sitting on a rolling stool just inside
vaulted to her feet. “No, absolutely not, Detective.” She blocked
Laurel’s forward movement. Lane was sitting on a hospital bed in
the center of the room. She looked at us but said nothing as Laurel
was forced back into the hallway. The woman closed the door and
stood directly in front of it. “You cannot be in there. The waiting
room is back around that corner.” She pointed. Her hand, her voice
was steady. “When she is ready, I’ll bring her out to you.”

“I’m sorry. You misunderstand. I’m her sister.”
Laurel tried to edge around the woman.

“I’m not misunderstanding anything. You absolutely
cannot be in that room. If you try, I will have you removed.” The
woman crossed her arms. She was older, early sixties, maybe. She
was a good six inches shorter than Laurel and probably weighed a
hundred pounds. She looked South Asian, Indian maybe. Her dark hair
was faintly graying, tucked into a loose bun. She was wearing
shapeless jeans and a casual shirt. It looked like she had rolled
out of bed and come directly to this room to yell at Laurel. There
was something commanding in her presence.

“I’m not trying to break protocol here. I’m not just
a family member. I’m also a detective with Sac PD. I just want to
be present when she is interviewed.”

“I know who you are. Lane has already been
interviewed by the police.”

“She wants me in there. She asked you to call me for
a reason.”

“I’m sorry. She doesn’t want you in the room.” The
woman’s unrelenting stare broke for a moment. Pity came through.
“You know how this works, Detective. It’s better if you’re in the
waiting room.”

Laurel deflated. “Yeah, okay.” They stared into each
other’s eyes for a long second. “Thank you,” Laurel said before she
broke and turned back to the waiting room.

I followed. I thought I understood what was
happening, but speculation felt like a violation. So I sat in an
institutional chair and held Laurel’s hand. She brought our joined
hands to her lap. With her free hand she traced the bumps and
cracks in my knuckles. We sat there for a long time. Or maybe it
was only five interminable minutes. The doors slid open, and a wall
of sound came at us. Laurel jerked. Lance Kallen came through the
door. It was his uniform making all that noise. The radio on his
shoulder, the creak and groan of his equipment belt, the partner in
uniform trailing behind him. Laurel extracted her hand from
mine.

“You tell them to find that little bitch
motherfucker. I want him. I’m taking him in. You let them know I’m
the arresting fucking officer. I don’t give a goddamn fuck what
precinct he’s in.” Lance turned back to make sure his partner was
receiving the message.

The partner held his hand over his radio but wasn’t
touching it. “Kallen, calm down. I get it, but we need to do this
by the book.”

Lance’s hand shot out and grabbed his partner’s
shirt. The other guy rocked back, pissed, but he stopped himself
from reacting. They stared hard at each other. Lance dropped his
hand. They sighed and walked the rest of the way into the room.

“Lance.” Laurel stood.

He crossed the room in two big steps and swept her
into his arms. It took me a second to realize she was holding him.
He hunched and buried his face in her neck. She cupped the back of
his head. Their voices were indistinct murmurs.

Lance’s partner hung back. We made awkward eye
contact. The doors slid open again. Seth—Lance’s childhood best
friend—came in. It was less loud this time. His radio was already
turned down. He stepped lightly, purposefully. There was only a
faint creaking of leather. And he wasn’t shouting. That helped. The
door closed halfway, then changed course and slid back again. A
fourth uniform followed Seth. She stepped to the side and stood at
casual attention next to Lance’s sweating partner.

Laurel and Lance broke apart. Seth stepped forward.
He gripped Laurel’s shoulder so tight his knuckles went white.
Lance fell to Seth. Seth let go of Laurel and wrapped his arms
around Lance. Their forearms bunched and bulged as they squeezed
each other. Lance finally stepped back and straightened to his full
height. Lance’s partner stepped forward hesitantly. Lance rounded
on him.

“Did you call it in? Did you tell them?” Lance
asked.

“No. I—I don’t know if that’s the right call,” the
partner said.

Seth stepped between them. “Dispatch doesn’t know
she’s a Kallen?”

“No.” Lance shook his head once. “I want Sac State
flooded with uniforms. The detectives who interviewed her have the
description of the perp. Every available body needs to be on
this.”

“And tell them Lance and I want to take the guy in.
Make sure they tell everyone,” Laurel said.

Seth nodded and reached for his radio.

“Wait,” I said.

All five cops turned and stared at me. Lance and
Seth seemed a little surprised to see me there at all. Laurel
seemed surprised that I was slowing down this tar and feather
party.

“Why?” Laurel asked.

I stood and stepped close to Laurel. “You guys can’t
announce on the radio that Lane was raped.” I whispered it, but
Laurel and Lance drew back like I’d slapped them.

“That’s not what we’re going to say,” Lance
said.

“Not in that language, but whatever you do say is
going to involve her, and you can’t do that,” I said.

“Why?”

“Because it will make her a perpetual victim.”

“I don’t know what the fuck that means. Call it in.”
Lance shifted his weight. He was ready to bolt or fight someone. Or
both.

“Hold up.” Laurel gestured at Seth and he nodded.
“What do you mean a perpetual victim?”

“If you put out a call for help in finding the guy
who raped the Kallens’ youngest daughter, you’re branding her for
life. Every event she goes to, every fundraiser, every cop she runs
into in a grocery store will suddenly know this intimate detail of
her life.”

“But it’s not her fault,” Seth said. “I know cops
aren’t known for their sensitivity, but no one is going to blame
her.”

“That’s just untrue.” It was a nice story, but all
of them knew better than to believe it. “And even if your entire
department suddenly pays attention to their cultural competency
training, it’s not our story to tell. It’s hers. So radio in and
say it’s a family friend of an officer, tell them this young woman
deserves nepotism, but do not label her further. She’s already had
her consent stripped away tonight. Don’t compound the problem.”

“That’s bullshit,” Lance said.

Seth shook his head. “It’s not.” He waved Lance’s
partner over. “Don’t let him contact dispatch. I’ll be right back.”
He bypassed the radio and pulled out a cell phone.

Lance flexed and spun in a tight circle. Laurel let
him. After the third spin, she grabbed his arm and pulled him into
a chair. His partner crossed his arms and stood over them. I think
he was aiming for protectiveness, but it just read as threatening.
Laurel shot him a look and pointed at the chair on Lance’s other
side. He rolled his eyes carefully and sat. Laurel turned her gaze
to me and I quickly dropped into the chair next to her.

Seth’s partner hovered behind him, just out of
earshot. When he hung up the phone, she stepped forward and they
had a whispered conversation. After a minute, they crossed the
waiting room and sat facing us. Seth nodded at Laurel. She nodded
back.

Everything felt very quiet. I waited for a
follow-up. Something to make me feel better or worse. It felt
common. As though I’d already heard the story, but I didn’t know
what happened. I only knew why. Lane was a girl. Girls were for
raping.

Lance stood abruptly. “I need to help them look.”
His eyes were wide, the muscles in his jaw and neck were tight. He
looked caught.

“Go ahead.” Laurel said it softly.

They sized each other up. Lance seemed to realize at
the same moment I did that Laurel desperately wanted to trade
places with him. She lacked the capacity to wait for Lane and deal
with the aftermath. But she knew Lance was even less equipped. So
she had chosen to stay and let him charge off. At some point, each
of them would realize he was getting a bum deal. If no one caught
the perp that night, it would forever be Lance’s fault.

“We’ll help too.” Seth stood.

Laurel nodded. The four uniforms awkwardly made
their way back to the doors. The mass was quieter this time but
pervasive. When the doors slid shut behind them, Laurel slumped
slightly. There was nothing to say, so I said nothing.

Laurel didn’t last long before she got up and
started pacing. I wanted to go and wrap her in my arms. I wanted to
take her back home and throw our phones out the window. I wanted to
break Lane out of that sad, institutional room and undo the night.
I wanted Lance to catch the perp in an epic, painful flying tackle
and march him to the courthouse. But that wasn’t how nights like
this ended. All I could do was hug Laurel and try not to lie to
her.

She slowed when I stepped into her path, then she
altered her course to go around me.

“If you don’t want me to touch you, tell me now,” I
said.

She stopped walking away and fell into me. Her arms
went around my shoulders. She tucked her head low and pressed her
forehead to my neck. I pulled her close. My arms felt too long for
her narrow waist. Her body fit against mine. The warmth and comfort
and impotent strength were perfect and familiar. She breathed
deeply, which turned into a shuddering sob. Her breathing evened
out. The muscles in her arms tightened. She mumbled something into
my shoulder.

“I can’t hear you,” I said.

Laurel leaned back a little so my body wasn’t
muffling her. “I don’t know what to say to her.”

I shrugged. “Just be there. You don’t have to say
anything.”

“What if I say the wrong thing?”

“Don’t blame her. That’s the only wrong thing.”

“Are you sure?” She blinked at me. Her eyes were dry
but rimmed in deep pink.

I thought back to the few times Shelby and I had
talked about her assault. Like really talked about it. That was my
only frame of reference. “Don’t make it about you.”

“What does that mean?” Laurel asked.

“You will be traumatized. Just knowing your sister
was assaulted is traumatic, or it will be when you start to think
about it.”

She went through a full range of emotion in an
instant. Confusion played across her face, then comprehension and
fear. She looked at me, stricken. “Okay.”

“And you’re going to have questions about what
happened and how she’s doing and what to do. But don’t put that
burden on her.”

“What does that mean?” She started to trace the seam
of my sweatshirt. Her fingers dragged along the back of my
neck.

“Just that you’re not entitled to her experience,” I
said. She nodded but dropped her eyes to my chin. “If she wants to
share, that’s good. But she doesn’t owe you anything.”

“So basically, I shouldn’t bombard her?” She made
eye contact again and almost immediately dropped it.

I shrugged and attempted a smile. “Yeah. And if you
need to yell or rail against someone, tell me.”

“How will she know I care?”

I sighed. The simplicity of her question was
heartbreaking. “Say it.”

“Say what?”

“Say ‘I love you and I’m here for you.’”

“Just like that?”

“I mean, you can write it in a card if you want, but
that seems unnecessary.” I succeeded at smiling finally.

Laurel smiled too. “Yeah, okay.”

We sat back down to wait. I thought waiting was the
worst, but then I remembered Lane was getting a rape kit.

The woman who had kicked Laurel out finally entered
the waiting room. I waited a moment for Lane to follow, but she
wasn’t there.

“Detective Kallen, I’m sorry for the abrupt response
earlier.” She held out her hand. “My name is Neeru. I’m a counselor
with WEAVE.”

Laurel shook her hand. “Thank you for being here.
This is Cash.” Neeru smiled kindly at me. “I’m sorry I was rude
earlier,” Laurel said.

“Your reaction is understandable.” Neeru gestured at
the chairs. “Can we talk for a moment?”

Laurel nodded and sat. Neeru began to explain what
Laurel could expect from Lane. She used very careful language. The
cadence of her speech was soothing and practiced. That more than
anything saddened me. This woman’s job was literally to come sit
with sexual assault victims and hold their hand. When she finished
with that, she came out and patiently explained to their families
how to not hurt them further. What conviction did that require?

Neeru slowly transitioned the conversation into an
explanation of familial trauma. She handed Laurel pamphlets with
highlighted phone numbers for the family members of survivors.
Laurel stared fiercely at the thick paper as she agreed to bring
her brothers, her parents to counseling.

The conversation circled back to Lane—as though they
hadn’t been speaking around her for the last fifteen minutes. As I
watched, Laurel fractured. Each splintered piece seemed to only be
held in place by the need to lie to Lane, the need to be whole
enough to carry her home.

Eventually, Neeru went to retrieve Lane. They
returned moments later. I finally realized that we weren’t in the
normal waiting room. This one was reserved for the family members
of assault survivors. Laurel had known exactly where to go.

Lane stopped in the doorway and looked around. When
she saw it was only the two of us, her shoulders relaxed. She
stepped forward—the echo of her cheap flip-flops deafening in the
empty room. She was wearing a set of shapeless gray sweats. I
imagined her clothes and shoes were in evidence bags. Laurel
hesitated until Lane moved to hug her, then pulled her in
tight.

“Thanks for coming,” Lane said.

“Yeah. Of course.” Laurel released her.

Lane hesitated, then hugged me as well. I’d been
expecting fragility, but I should have known better. We’d only met
a handful of times, but Lane was not fragile.

“Do you want to go to your dorm or my place?” Laurel
asked.

Lane slid her arm around Laurel’s waist. “Your
place.”

“I’ll get the car and meet you guys out front,” I
said.

Laurel thanked me with a glance. I nodded and rushed
outside. When I pulled up at the doors, Laurel had her arm slung
around Lane’s shoulders. For sisters, they really looked nothing
alike. Both were brunettes, but that was about all they had in
common.

I got out and opened doors for them. It had less to
do with chivalry and more a need to do something. Neeru waited
until Lane was in the car, then stepped back.

“Are you parked close by?” I asked.

“Close enough, thank you.” Neeru smiled. “I need to
go back inside, but security will escort me to my car when it’s
time to leave.”

“All right. Thank you.” I tried to imbue as much
appreciation as I could, but there was no way to thank her for such
service.

She nodded again and went back inside. We were on
our own.


Chapter Two

Laurel’s couch was not comfortable. Or I was too old
to sleep on couches. When I heard Laurel moving around in the
kitchen, I figured that was enough of an excuse to get up.

“Please tell me you’re making coffee,” I said.

Laurel looked up from the coffee grounds she was
pouring into the gold basket. “Nope. I’m actually doing my
taxes.”

I rolled my eyes. “She still asleep?”

“Yeah.” Laurel nodded in the general direction of
her bedroom. We hadn’t discussed it the night before. It was just
obvious that Lane needed to sleep next to Laurel.

“Did you guys sleep okay?”

Laurel shrugged, nodded. “She tossed and turned a
bit, but then she was out.” She smiled to herself. “She still
sleeps diagonal with her arms splayed.” She spread her arms to
demonstrate.

I chuckled. “Sounds comfortable for you.”

“Oh, yeah.” Laurel started the coffee. She looked at
me and sighed. I stepped into her space and hugged her. We breathed
each other in. Her phone chimed and she sighed again. I let go so
she could check it. “The guys want to come over.”

“Which guys?”

“Lance, Seth, maybe their partners. They are all off
shift.”

“That sounds like a terrible idea,” I said.

Laurel shook her head at her phone, which was an
effective communication method. “I agree, but I think Lance is
going to show up anyway.”

“It’s fine,” Lane said from behind us.

“Hey, baby sis. You’re up.” Laurel tucked her phone
away.

“I heard the coffee grinder.”

“I can tell them you’re not up for it,” Laurel
said.

“Let’s just get it over with. He won’t give up. If I
do this now, I’ll get two or three days of peace.” Lane
grimaced.

The irony of their brother’s entitlement did not
seem to be lost on them.

“Okay. After that, you want to swing by your dorm
for some clothes?” Laurel asked.

Lane nodded. “Please. I need my meds too. You sure
you’re okay with me crashing?”

“Yeah. I’m glad you want to stay here.”

They held eye contact until I was uncomfortable
watching. But it seemed to comfort them.

“Do I have time for a shower before they show up?”
Lane asked. She’d showered the night before, but as far as I was
concerned she could have all the showers she wanted.

“Definitely. I’ll grab some clothes for you,” Laurel
said.

Lane looked down at the boxers and baggy T-shirt
she’d borrowed the night before. “You don’t think this is a good
look?”

“It’s a super look. It’s just, you know, fifty
degrees out.”

“That’s bullshit. I blame the patriarchy,” Lane said
with conviction.

“I’ll write the patriarchy a note on your
behalf.”

“Make it angry.”

Laurel scoffed. “That’s the only way to write a note
to the patriarchy. Especially notes about the weather.”

Lane turned to me. “My big sister is smart.”

“It’s one of her better qualities,” I said. Lane and
I nodded at each other.

Laurel shook her head as if she was irritated, but
she wasn’t. They left the kitchen together, Lane muttering
something disparaging about Laurel’s fashion choices. A few minutes
later, the shower turned on. I poured a cup of coffee and folded
the blankets I’d used. Laurel came back as I was tucking away the
linens. She had changed into pale blue chinos and a vaguely
nautical crewneck sweatshirt. She sat on the very edge of the
couch, her fight-or-flight instincts still riding high, apparently.
I brought her a fresh cup of coffee from the kitchen. She wrapped
her hands around the mug and breathed in the warm steam. Her
shoulders dropped a scant half inch.

“How long until they get here?” I asked.

Laurel shrugged. “Fifteen, twenty minutes.”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

“It’s a terrible idea.” She shook her head. “But
baby sis is right. If Lance sees her, he will leave her alone. If
she avoids him, he will get real annoying, real quick.”

“I want to say that’s sweet, but it isn’t.”

“Nope. It’s obnoxious. But that’s Lance.” She took a
sip of her coffee and groaned. “It’s only ten and I’m already done
with today.”

I leaned down to kiss her. “I know.”

When I started to stand back up, Laurel cupped the
back of my neck and pulled me in for another kiss. The press of her
lips was hard. I kissed her back, conscious that her coffee mug was
tilting precariously and her brother would arrive soon with a cadre
of off-duty cops and her vulnerable sister was only a few walls
away, but not caring because Laurel needed me. I’d never felt
needed quite the way she made me feel in that moment.

She drew back slowly. “If you don’t want to be
wearing sweatpants when they get here, you might want to go
change.”

“Maybe I don’t care.” I did care.

“There are fewer than ten people in this world who
have seen you in your pj’s. Somehow I doubt you are interested in
expanding that number.”

“Your attention to detail is disgusting.”

“I’m a cop.”

“Don’t remind me.” I grinned.

Laurel pushed me away. Since she was sitting and I
wasn’t, her leverage was nonexistent. “Go.” She was trying for
stern, but I could hear the hint of mirth in her tone. It was
enough.

In Laurel’s bedroom, I rooted through my drawer
until I had underwear, socks, a T-shirt. With the shift in weather,
I was going to need to add some long sleeve shirts to my collection
at her place. In the meantime, I snagged a flannel from her closet.
It smelled faintly of cedar and salt when I pulled it on.

“You can borrow a flannel if you want,” Laurel
said.

I stuck my head out of her closet. “You’re
hilarious.”

“I know. Toss me my Clarks.”

I looked at the shoe rack along the wall. “You have
three pairs of Clarks.”

“I only have one pair that goes with what I’m
wearing.”

I grabbed the tan pair and hoped they were the right
ones. Laurel was sitting on the edge of the bed pulling on her
socks. I held up the shoes and she nodded.

The click of the bathroom door opening echoed down
the hallway. Lane appeared in the doorway, towel-drying her hair.
She was wearing a tank top with an open lightweight shirt over it.
Her chinos were a little loose, but she’d cuffed them to mid-calf
which made the cut look intentional.

The doorbell rang. Lane froze, then started
breathing hard. Laurel immediately went to her. She took her hands
and made her sit on the floor.

“Cash, get the door, will you?” Laurel asked without
breaking eye contact with Lane.

“On it.” I stepped past them.

Granted, I didn’t have much experience in the whole
sibling dynamics thing, but I truly couldn’t understand why they
were so resigned to Lance’s invasion. He had a tendency to take
over rooms, but he also appeared to respect his sisters.

I opened the door to a dude who was definitely not
Lance. Same forgettable white boy face, but not Lance. He was built
more proportionally, as if he worked out more than just his arms at
the gym. He was wearing bland khakis with a bland cream colored
cashmere sweater.

“Logan?” I asked.

“Yes. Who are you? Where is my sister?” He stepped
inside without being asked. Laurel’s front door opened into a
smaller room that contained Laurel’s office. An open double doorway
led to the larger, central room of the apartment. Logan got as far
as the living room before I managed to move or respond.

“I’m Cash.”

“Cash?”

“Yes.” I barely stopped myself from making it a
question.

“Okay, Cash. Who are you?”

“I’m a friend of Laurel’s.”

“Fine. That’s fine.”

So glad I had his support in existing. He continued
toward the back of the apartment. Short of physically stopping him,
I didn’t see a way to keep him from walking away. So I followed him
down the hallway to Laurel’s bedroom.

Laurel looked up when she heard him coming.
“Fuck.”

Lane looked over her shoulder. “You came.”

“You asked me to.” Logan stopped next to Lane and
glared at Laurel until she moved. He sat where she had been.

Laurel stood and left the room in a huff. I followed
her.

“What was that?” I asked.

“Fucking Logan.”

“Yeah, I figured that part out.”

“She told him,” Laurel said.

“Why wouldn’t she?”

The doorbell rang again. Laurel answered it. Lance,
Seth, and Seth’s partner from the night before filed in. They had
changed out of their uniforms, but doing so didn’t make them look
any less like cops. They wore their jeans and field jackets like
uniforms. Their boots were shined. Their hair was slicked. Even
Seth’s partner had her long hair pulled back in a wet ponytail. The
only mild improvement from the night before was the lack of obvious
weaponry on their hips.

Laurel hugged Lance and said, “She called him.”

“Fuck.”

Seth sighed. “She didn’t.”

“Of course she did. He’s her big brother,” Lance
said in a tone that was decidedly acerbic.

“Who?” Seth’s partner asked.

They all turned to her. “Logan.”

She looked at me, but I didn’t know what was going
on so I shrugged. Logan and Lane chose that moment to enter the
central living room. The room felt very full. The three older
Kallens glared at each other.

“It was good of you all to come, but I think it’s
best for Lane and me to leave now,” Logan said.

His proclamation was met with a lot of shouting from
his siblings. Laurel’s response consisted of a lot of big words
designed to make Logan feel very small. Lance was focused pretty
solidly on profanity. Lane began to claim that she wasn’t a kid
anymore, which kind of made her sound like a kid.

Seth waited a minute, then joined the fun. After he
had shouted “hey” about ten times, they all stopped and stared at
him.

“I don’t actually have anything to say. I just don’t
think yelling is helping anyone,” Seth said.

Laurel closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Lane
sat on the couch. Logan checked his watch. There was a beep and
everyone checked their phone. It was Laurel’s.

“You fucking asshole.” She looked at Logan. I’d seen
varying levels of anger and hatred from her, but this brand was new
and scary. “You called them.”

Logan clenched his jaw and looked away from her. He
sat next to Lane. “Listen. I know you asked me not to, but they
only want to help. You have to trust me.”

Lane stared at him. She drew into herself. There was
a long period where she breathed deeply and blinked back tears. “I
didn’t ask. I told you not to.” She stood and stepped away from
him. “This is why they think you’re a dick.” She wrapped her arms
around herself.

Seth backed away from Lance’s side. He leaned
against the doorway opposite his partner. They had the right
idea.

“Come on. That’s not fair. You’re not seeing the
full picture here. We can never fully see the picture in the
moment,” Logan said

“Don’t do that.”

He stood and looked at Lane with misguided pity. “Do
what?”

“Regurgitate that shit. I’m not twelve years old and
having an anxiety attack in the grocery store. You don’t get to big
brother this situation.”

“But I’ll always be your big brother,” Logan said.
The sad part was how believable it sounded.

“I’d settle for someone who listens to me.” Lane
angled away from Logan, toward Laurel. “Are they coming here?”

Laurel grimaced. “Yeah. I can delay them, but that’s
probably it.”

“What is wrong with all of you? Our parents are the
best people to help Lane through this. They can get her help,”
Logan said.

Lance started muttering about what an idiot his
brother was.

Lane looked pissed. “That’s my call to make, not
yours.”

“It amazes me how stupid you are,” Laurel said to
Logan.

Logan crossed his arms. “Asking for help doesn’t
make me weak.”

“I said stupid, not weak. You’re arrogant too, for
the record.”

Logan faced Laurel for the first time. “Says the
woman who is fucking her CI.”

Well, that shut Laurel up. Not for long, though. She
turned to Lance. “You told him?”

“No, he didn’t tell me. I’m not that stupid.” Logan
huffed.

“Thanks for trusting me, dickwad.” Lance crossed his
arms and glared at Laurel.

I realized that I was getting a reenactment of
fifteen years in the Kallen house. Somehow I doubted that anything
aside from some intensive therapy would help them communicate
better. Regardless, Lane was dealing with enough already. She
didn’t need to regulate her siblings’ argument over who loved her
more. And I didn’t really appreciate my relationship—regardless of
how inappropriate it
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