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•F I C T I O N

Cash 4 Gold
L AU R A  D Z U B AY

 When I was around thirteen, my mother’s ex-boyfriend picked me 
up from school and drove me not to my neighborhood, but out to the main 
highway that carried on north toward Fernandina. We left the dregs of the city 
and sailed onward up the ratty road, palm trees fluttering along its frayed edges 
and thrumming with the promise of rain. It took me about twenty minutes to 
realize that I was being kidnapped.
      My mom’s ex-boyfriend’s name was Con or Conny, short for Lincoln. He 
hated it when people called him Link. Back when they were dating, which 
lasted about four years, he used to take me for fun little excursions around town 
and frame it like it was just the two of us, on an adventure: Conny and Callie 
taking over the world. Splashing in the shallows at the public beach, slamming 
go-karts together at Adventure Landing. Lincoln was either a freelancer who 
was too creatively-minded to be held down by a single job or a lowlife drifter, 
depending on my mother’s mood. When my mom had broken up with him 
about a year earlier, he’d been working at a Smoothie King.
      He didn’t say a word after we pulled out of the school parking lot, after 
the initial Hi Callie it’s me your old pal Conny I’m picking you up today. I’d been 
puzzled but happy to see him, hadn’t asked questions. For several minutes after 
pulling onto the highway we sat in silence, and I wondered, bumping up and 
down in the rickety passenger seat of his pickup, what was the proper thing to 
say after you realize you’ve been kidnapped. I felt that bringing it up directly 
would be dangerous because it might tick him off, to be accused of something 
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so obviously tasteless. Nobody wants to be a kidnapper. But at this point, every 
minute another mile between us and town, to politely ask, Is this just a different 
way of getting home than normal? would be dumb and probably pointless.
      Shuttling above the Riverside Arts Market on an overpass, I decided 
Smoothie King would be a good access point. It was conversational, innocuous. 
I asked him, “Are you still working at Smoothie King?”
      Lincoln blinked a few times and looked over at me as though just then 
remembering I was there. “Ah, no,” he said regretfully. “Layoffs. That shit, you 
know, it fluctuates so much with the seasons.”
      “Sure,” I said, as if I could relate personally.
      Lincoln wore an extra-large stained Carhartt jacket that was big even for 
him, and which I knew without having to lean over would smell like Lincoln 
himself: musty, warm, cigarettes stamped over time into something not gross, 
but familiar. It was the same smell of his truck, in which I now found myself, 
doors locked.
      I looked at the digital numbers indicating the time just below the dash-
board: 4:17. Twenty minutes from school, in the wrong direction; thirty-five 
minutes from home.
      Lincoln saw me looking and misunderstood. “Oh, sorry,” he said. “You 
wanna listen to the radio? We can listen to the radio.”
      I looked at him. His nails had gone grimy, clutching the ends of his jacket 
sleeves atop the shredded-up steering wheel. His cheeks were reddish and his 
eyes were shiny with a distraught film. I wasn’t about to say no.
      My lips formed again around the word, Sure, but no sound came out. Lin-
coln turned up the volume and found a station anyway, “You’re Gonna Make 
Me Lonesome When You Go” by Bob Dylan.

•
 I didn’t own a cell phone. My mother was one of those traditionalist parents. 
Not in every way—like she’d debate me about stuff we saw on the news, and 
when we did go out on our rare, special shopping days, she’d take me to any 
store I wanted, no questions asked. Aeropostale, Hot Topic, these were distinct 
realms to a lot of the other kids at school and therefore, I knew, to their parents 
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as well, but it was all the same to her. What mattered was that I, a young teen-
aged girl vulnerable every day to the pressures and hatreds of a wide and evil 
world, felt free to express myself.
      Expressing myself through texts was a different story. My mother loved 
name-dropping the seventies, that golden era back when the beaches had been 
less crowded and people still listened to The Beatles all the time, and she was 
a firm believer that my generation would be better off if we all spent a lot less 
time hooked up to our devices. What a trite phrase. I had to wait until I was ten to 
even get an email account—each year, each month, was excruciatingly long—
and a phone was out of the question until high school. I was always looped into 
group plans at the last minute, always grinning awkwardly at the end of some 
in-joke. My mother saw this as character-building, that I would never need 
to rely on technology to communicate with other people. That was always the 
word: not talking, communicating. I remembered making a joke about it once, 
wryly. The new “not like other girls”—“not like other millennials.”
      My friends at school were Sam, Evana, Jessica. They didn’t mind that I 
couldn’t text them—it wasn’t their problem—and they all liked my mom. From 
their softball-field and subdivision vantages they thought she was adventurous. 
Amy, they’d plea, tell us about that time before Callie was born when you drove to 
Atlanta and blacked out. Tell us about when you hitchhiked to California. Some-
times, us all having had sleepovers together since elementary, they even called 
her Aunt Amy, a jokey habit that somewhat annoyed but also oddly pleased me.
      What they really meant by all of this was Tell us about your men. Because 
that’s what my mom’s stories were: Her ex-boyfriends figured in each of them, 
sometimes as active players, sometimes as shadows. There was Duane, a myste-
rious pre-Callie figure, who’d done drugs with my mother but she’d never tell 
me which ones. Kevin, who was always trying to take us on road trips to Texas 
to see his family. Emmett, the army man—to this day the reason we lived in 
Jacksonville, near the Mayport base, even though he’d been gone since I was 
about four.
      My mother’s lapses of singledom were always the briefest windows. Two or 
three weeks, if that. She never would have admitted it, but she needed a partner 
around. Somebody to complain to, to lean her head into on the couch, some-
body to pick up the groceries or the mail or that week’s Blockbuster. My friends 
never asked for stories about these moments, and my mom never offered them, 
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but they did make up the majority of what those relationships really were. 
Little errands and kindnesses, all little things, like signals of compassion flash-
ing at one another intermittently from faraway vessels.

 Lincoln had always been hard to pin down. Not a drug addict, not an army 
man. I’d liked him more than the others even though he was a bit anxious, a 
bit unpredictable. I’d stumble out at six in the morning to grab some breakfast 
before the bus came and he’d already be there, although unemployed, sitting 
cross-legged on the couch and flipping through some old book or a ten-year-
old newspaper, or playing a board game by himself. He was strange but benign, 
which was how I thought of people at school sometimes, too.
 Forty minutes from school, nearly an hour from home, I decided to broach 
the subject. “Conny?” I said.
 “Mhm.”
 “Where are we going?”
 Again the light came back into his eyes, like he’d been floating through 
space and just now placed himself back in the car. “Oh! Sorry, I guess I didn’t 
tell you,” he said. He laughed nervously. “We’re going to go and make some 
money not too far from here.”
 “Make some money how?”
 A chill had frozen throughout me. But Lincoln reached down into the little 
compartment under the armrest between us, rummaged around amidst the 
crumpled bills and McDonald’s wrappers, then came up with a Ziploc bag. 
Inside were a few small lumps of rock, about the size of chicken nuggets. There 
were even a few sparkly little rock-crumbs in the crease and pinched corners of 
the bag.
 “I don’t get it,” I said.
 “It’s gold, Callie! This here is some real genuine gold. I found it when I was 
poking around my backyard the other day. Isn’t that something?”
 He handed me the baggie, and I turned it over in my hands, peering through 
the plastic. The last time we’d been to see Lincoln had been maybe eight 
months earlier—so a few months after he and my mom had broken up, but 
back when they were still flirting with the idea of getting back together. Back 
then at least, he’d been living in one of those squat ranch-style houses you see 
off the edge of a highway. One level, a crumbly concrete stoop and a squashed, 
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tangled yard. We’d driven out there and I’d waited in the car with the windows 
open for a humid half an hour, and then the front door swung open and my 
mom stormed out, Lincoln hollering in the doorway like a wronged kid. I 
wondered if he was still living there and if that backyard was the one where he’d 
found the gold.
 “Are you sure gold is what it is?”
 “Yeah. I scratched it a little; it glints really bright if you just rub the dirt off. 
You can try if you want.”
 I didn’t want to open the bag. Although I’d asked it, the importance of my 
own question wasn’t quite with me. Even if the answer were yes and it was gold, 
I’d still been kidnapped, hadn’t I?
 “So we’re going—”
 “My buddy knows this guy in Yulee, one of those Cash-4-Gold guys. He 
says he’s really the real deal. I’ve met him a couple times but never, you know, 
in this context. But Jimmy, my friend, says I might have a real miracle on my 
hands and I shouldn’t waste it at some pawn shop that wouldn’t even know 
what it’s worth.”
 “Oh.” I tried to think if I’d met a Jimmy but couldn’t remember if I had. 
There was a James Foley at school on the swimming team who Sam and Evana 
and Jessica, and I by extension, were all in love with. “So,” I said to Lincoln, 
and I meant to be like, Does my mom know where I am, but the sudden irrational 
urge to be polite wrangled me into saying instead, “What were you doing in the 
backyard?”
 “Oh, you know. Just poking around,” he said vaguely. Then he cleared his 
throat roughly and sniffed, wiping his nose self-consciously with the huge 
sleeve of his jacket. “A funny thing happened, actually. Well, not funny, I guess. 
My dad sort of died. Which is fine,” he added in a rush, as if I were about to 
fall all over him with my sympathies, “we weren’t all that close. I hadn’t seen 
him in years. But I was remembering he gave me this really nice silver-rimmed 
compass once when I was a kid, and then one day, I guess I was about fifteen, I 
got so mad at him for some stupid thing that I went out to the backyard in the 
middle of the night and buried it. So I was seeing if I could find that compass, 
really.”
 “You really still live in the same house now you did when you were fifteen?”
 “No,” he said, and laughed. “No, I guess I wasn’t thinking all that much at 
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the time. You know how I can get sometimes.”
 He reached over and squeezed me on the shoulder, grinning slightly as if I 
were really still his pseudo-daughter. Were you thinking all that much at the time 
you picked me up from school, I wanted to ask, ’cause I get the feeling no.
 “But hey,” he said, “we got some gold out of it!”
      He seemed triumphant. I nodded graciously and put the Ziploc bag back 
down among the fast food wrappers.
      Trees smeared by the window. The clouds had darkened, and the woods had 
taken on their way of looking like night in the middle of the day, swaying and 
ruffling. In Florida, at least the area where I live, everything looks like a place 
where someone might get murdered, and everything also looks beautiful.
      “How’s your mom?” asked Lincoln.
      “She’s good. She’s got a boyfriend,” I said, which was a lie. “His name is 
Alex and he’s this big surfer guy.” Then I added, I don’t know why, “My mom is 
the most popular of all my friends.”
      Lincoln gave me a strange sidelong look.
      “Well, good,” he said. “I’m glad she’s doing well.”
      “She’s so happy.”
      My voice didn’t sound angry, but I said it out of anger. I was angry at 
Lincoln for picking me up without asking my mom, for not thinking about 
anything ever, for putting me in the position where I had to hate him. I wanted 
to like him again: Conny and Callie. I hated him for taking that option away. 
She’s so incredibly happy.
 I tried to remain indifferent about it, but I did feel bad about Lincoln’s dad 
dying. Lincoln really had been one of my favorites of my mom’s off-and-on 
guys, which was why the stupidity of this car ride, this illegal reunion, got to 
me. I would’ve been fine if she had married him. He’d had a sit-down talk with 
me one afternoon about my own dad, totally impromptu during one of our 
Bruster’s trips. I’d been racing the summer heat to the end of a birthday cake 
ice cream cone, and I don’t remember how but Lincoln and I had gotten to 
talking about my dad, who’d run out on my mom before I was born. He could 
be anywhere in the world, including underground, for all I knew. It was true 
Lincoln could be spacy sometimes, and sometimes he and my mom would yell 
at each other until their voices scratched, but he was really all there in that 
conversation, like he could tell it meant something to me. He said he knew it 
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sucked, growing up in such an awful place and feeling like you had something 
missing, but that a lot of different things can be parents if you want them to be. 
This ice cream cone can teach you about life. This bright red bench can be there 
for you. He was trying to make me laugh, and it worked.
      So yeah, I felt bad about his dad even though they hadn’t been close, even 
though I’d been led astray into Lincoln’s pickup. I wondered if it was too early 
for me to have Stockholm syndrome.
      The truck slowed down, and we turned onto a gravel drive that made its 
metal body bump and rock. The place looked like somebody’s house—only 
meager curtains of trees between here and the other nearby buildings—but 
there was a wind-beaten sign near the front door that said, CASH 4 GOLD!!! 
The sign was orangey-yellow with black letters, standing up on wires like an 
election ad.
      Lincoln looked at me. “You want to stay in the car or anything? I’ll under-
stand if you don’t want to meet my friend, Bobby.”
      “No. I’ll come.”
      He looked happy about that. We both got out and slammed our doors and 
walked up the drive, Lincoln holding the baggie full of gold. Before we reached 
the house, he said, “I’m really glad you came. I would’ve just gone by myself, but 
at the last second it occurred to me that you might think this was really cool. 
You’ve always been such a cool kid. I was holding this gold and I was just like, 
Callie would think this was so neat. I should show her this.”
      He seemed so genuine, so excited. That’s me, I thought. Driven off by my 
mom’s ex I haven’t seen in months, who isn’t really all there some of the time, 
and I’m like, This is so neat.
      A big guy in a T-shirt opened the door and stared at us. He had a scruffy 
chin and wore extra-large faded blue jeans.
      “Bobby!” said Lincoln. “Hey, how’s it going?” He held up the Ziploc bag like 
a trophy. “I brought the gold!”
      Bobby squinted, even though it was five in the evening and dark out. The 
trees rustled and whispered at my and Lincoln’s backs, warm and blurry-gray.
      “I thought you were kidding,” he said.
      “No, man, look. Here it is.”
      Bobby barely glanced at the lumps in the bag. “Man, I don’t think that’s…”
      “It is,” Lincoln insisted. “C’mon, just look at it. Just really quick, we came 



64  C I M A R R O N  R E V I E W

all the way here.”
      Bobby looked from Lincoln to me. He didn’t ask who I was, if I was Lin-
coln’s daughter. He just sighed.
      Inside, Bobby humored us at a big wooden counter plastered with flyers. 
The little room contained two or three aisles of pawn junk and precious metal 
accoutrements: silver necklaces and watches, a bunch of identical white coffee 
mugs, some embroidery. Bobby handled Lincoln’s findings carefully and poked 
them with little metal instruments, like what dentists use to scratch at your 
teeth, and examined them through a big magnifying glass.
      Lincoln and I waited for the wow moment. The, Oh my God, you’ve done 
it—you’ve really done it!
      Instead, Bobby leaned back with a big stretch and put down the magnifying 
glass. “It’s not gold.”
      Lincoln didn’t get it right away. “Is it anything?” he asked anxiously.
      Bobby shook his head, glaring. “It’s not anything. Anyone with two working 
eyes can see it’s not anything. Now can you buy something or get out?”
      Lincoln looked at me sadly, like he wanted me to tell him what to do. Like 
that was my job. “Callie? You want anything?”
      “No.”
      “I could get you one of those necklaces.”
      “I don’t want those.”
      “All right.” He sighed. I had pictured him exploding like he did that last 
time with my mom, screaming and jabbing his finger into the air. Instead, he 
clapped Bobby on his broad shoulder. “Sorry to waste your time, man.”
      The first drops of rain were falling when we went back outside, leaving dark 
spots on my T-shirt. Trees crowded in over the driveway. Lincoln and I got 
back in the truck and turned onto the main road, heading back the way we’d 
come.
      “Sorry to waste your time, too, Callie,” he told me, shaking his head. His 
voice sounded strangled. “I really just thought you’d think that was really cool.”
      “Can I have that?” I asked. He was still clutching the Ziploc bag, white-
knuckled, over the steering wheel.
      He looked startled. “You want it?”
      “I guess.”
      “It’s not gold apparently.”
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      “Whatever.”
      He handed it to me. I didn’t even look at it, just held it in my lap.
      “Lincoln,” I said gravely. It was time. “Does my mom know you picked me 
up today?”
      Lincoln blinked. He kept watching the road, but a glaze had come over his 
eyes as if the question confused him. Then a crease appeared in his forehead and 
his face moved in on itself a little, crumpling like a napkin. “Man. I just wanted 
to show you the gold I found. That’s all—”
      “So she doesn’t know?”
      “I just wasn’t thinking. I wasn’t thinking.” As though struck with a new 
thought, he turned to glance at me. “Shit, I hope I didn’t scare you, Callie. I 
would never’ve meant to—”
      “You didn’t,” I assured him. “You’re fine.”
      “Your mother was right. I really just never think. I’ll take you back to her 
right now, Callie,” he promised me. “Straight away.”
      I nodded. I could tell he felt bad. But my anger and indignation were ebb-
ing away, now, into pity, which felt somehow even worse. I pressed my cheek 
to the window and watched the sky going by over the marshes and the distant 
dark trees, the rain rippling through the tall grass. I wondered where Lincoln 
would go after he dropped me off. Back to Smoothie King or some other strip-
mall job, back to his empty house with the dug-up yard—what was it, I won-
dered, if it wasn’t gold?
 Before we got all the way home, before we’d even gotten back into the city, 
sirens came on in the distance behind us. The lights blurred together in the rain 
pelting the back windshield, blue and bright red.
      Lincoln and I looked at each other. He was already pulling over. This wasn’t 
going to be one of those stories where we ignored the authority and rigidity 
of the world as if they could never touch us and just drove off into the sunset 
together, and Lincoln could be my new dad or whatever and we’d both have at 
least one real friend in the world.
 “I didn’t mean to scare you,” Lincoln said again.
 “You’re fine.”
 “I just thought we’d have some fun together like we used to.”
 “I know.”
 It was five-fifteen. How far from home was that? I didn’t know, didn’t care. 
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I folded the Ziploc bag and slipped it into my pocket while Lincoln parked 
on the shoulder and shut off the engine. Knowing I’d vouch for him and it 
wouldn’t matter, and I’d get home and there’d be a certain amount of scream-
ing that night and maybe crying and hugging and then I would go to sleep 
and wake up the next day. Knowing this was the type of story where I’d never 
see Lincoln again. I leaned back into the seat that smelled like his jacket and 
watched the thunderous rain slamming the grass and the windshield, suddenly 
very patient, knowing the story was already over and that I would be OK no 
matter what.


