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Twenty

The twenty comes under the partition folded lengthwise, sharp as a shim, and stops against my mop.

The store part of the store closed at eleven. Howard locks the register and heads home to his shows, and after that it’s me and the coolers booths in back, and whoever the interstate sends in off the lot. Back there the booths run all night — they pay the rent on the whole building, and I mop them.

I’m four booths into the corridor with the bucket steaming and my playlist half done, deep into a Tuesday night shift, and the bill just sits there on the wet tile being green. Booth three. Occupied light on. Through the plywood I can hear a man breathing, already partway along.

I stand there with the mop in both hands. The hole is cut in the partition at hip height, sanded smooth, somebody put real work into it. Rent is eleven hundred. My shift pays sixty-three after tax. The girl before me left a tally sheet taped inside the supply cabinet, columns in ballpoint, hand · mouth · other, with prices beside each and hash marks beside the prices, forty-one hash marks in the hand column, and when I found it my first week I thought it was a joke and now there is a twenty against my mop and nobody laughing anywhere.

Twenty is the hand column. Mouth is forty. The third column just says other, and the price next to it is worn away where a thumb has rubbed it, and there are three marks beside the smudge.

The sheet says so.

I lean the mop on the booth two door. I pick up the bill. It’s dry, he had it folded and ready before he slid it, a man who knows the drill of a wall I’m just meeting. I put it in my back pocket, and the fold of it sits flat and cold against me through the denim.

My pulse comes up slow, the way it does when the till is over by twenty and nobody’s watching.

“Okay,” I say to the plywood. First and last word of the transaction.

His cock comes through already hard, and I look at it as I look at anything the job puts in front of me: a task with a shape. Thick, curved left, wet already at the tip, the skin hot when I take him, hotter than a person feels through clothes, nobody tells you that, and heavy. That’s what lands. The weight of him in my palm, live and moving against the weight of the folded twenty in my pocket, and my brain does the swap without asking me: this much heft for that much paper. Heft for paper. It works out.

I work his dick the way the sheet’s prices suggest somebody settled on long ago: a firm, regular jerk, no extras. Retail. He’s leaking over my fingers in under a minute, and the callus at the base of my mop-finger catches on the ridge of him with every pass, a little snag, and through the plywood his breathing frays and his boot, steel-toe in the gap under the partition, starts a slow scrape against the floor. He doesn’t say anything. I don’t say anything. Drink-cooler hum, the wet slide of my grip, and the wall between us does the only talking there is: hole says give, bill says paid.

Halfway along he leans into the partition and the whole wall leans with him, one dry creak the length of the corridor, his weight coming to me through half an inch of plywood as pressure against my fingers where they graze the sanded rim. I brace my forearm and hold the price where it is.

He thickens in my fist near the end, and his hips start helping, short knocks against his side of the plywood, the hole framing him.

He finishes hard, into a sound he mostly swallows, hips knocking the plywood once, and comes all over my fist and wrist in three heavy ropes still hot while the bill in my sock stays cold. I hold him through it because the sheet’s prices require completion. Then he’s gone from the hole, and I’m standing in a booth corridor holding a stranger’s cooling cum, and the forty-one hash marks stop being a joke.

Paper towels are in the cart. I wipe my fist, my wrist, between my fingers. The smoker’s exhale on the far side, long and settled. A zipper. The booth door I never saw into swings, and steel-toes walk off toward the register and the night and whatever rig is idling out there in the lot with its parking lights on.

The twenty comes out of my pocket at the cart. I unfold it, flatten the crease against my thigh, and fold it the other way, my way, into quarters, and it slides into my left sock against the ankle bone, and I don’t examine why the sock and not the pocket. The heat of his skin stays printed in my palm for whole minutes after, fading slow.

The mop goes back in the water. The water’s gone lukewarm.

Booth five’s occupied light has been on the whole time. Somebody in there has been listening to everything the wall had to say tonight.

I’m still wiping between two fingers when the second bill slides under the partition of booth five, two doors down, folded in the same lengthwise fold, sharp as the first.

I want to already know what I’m going to do about it.

It sits on the tile.





Open Late

One a.m. in the booth corridor smells like latex and bleach, in that order. Latex first, sweetish and rubbery off the vending strip by the door, gloves and other things in foil squares, and bleach under it from my own bucket, and under both, faintly, an old-cigarette smell baked into the plywood no matter what I mop it. I could find this hallway blind by smell alone.

I’m restocking the paper-towel bracket when Howard comes back before close, which he never does, and stands at the corridor entrance with his keys in his fist.

“Till’s over,” he says. “Twice this week.”

I don’t say anything. I’m holding nothing but paper towels and there’s forty dollars folded in my left sock, and Howard looks at me the flat way he looks at the lottery display, a fixture he’s deciding whether to service.

“Girl before you ran the wall two years,” he says. “Retired in March, moved to her sister’s. Booth’s been dark since.” He works a key off the ring while he talks, small brass one, to the supply cabinet I’ve never had. “House takes half. You keep half, in cash, off any book I keep. Nobody’s on camera back here and nobody ever will be. You want it dark again, it goes dark, no conversation.” He sets the key on my cart, next to the blue rolls. “Your call, not mine.”

He doesn’t ask why the till was over instead of under, which is the part I keep turning over later — a girl skimming would take, not add, and Howard reads his own registers close, and what he saw in mine was somebody making deposits. He’s gone up front before I’ve said one word. The whole offer sat in the room maybe forty seconds.

The fifty comes under booth three’s partition a little after one, folded once over, and fifty isn’t the hand column.

I stand there in the empty aisle-light and do what I did the first time: price it. The sheet behind its little door — my key now, the brass warm in my palm — says mouth · 40, and this is fifty, and the extra ten sits on top of the number, tip or apology or bid, and through the plywood a man clears his throat once, in no rush about it, a man who’s shopped here before.

The towel comes off my cart, the blue one I folded into thirds for exactly this, and I drop it on the tile in front of the hole, and I go down.

The fold of the towel bites into my right kneecap, a hard little ridge exactly where the bone is, and that bite is what I keep the whole time, my anchor, realer than anything coming through the wall. His cock comes through thick and already wet at the tip and I take him in my mouth the same as a till at shift start: counted, two-handed, mine now. He tastes like skin and salt. A long day of driving, under that. He’s more than comfortable and less than impossible, and my jaw sets up its ache in the first minute, and I clock the ache as I clock hours: it accrues, it converts.

I suck him slow because nobody paid for fast. Jaw hinge first. Tongue root. Lips stretching from strange to work. I map where my breath goes, that my free hand wants his thigh for balance and the wall gives me plywood instead, cool and flat under my palm with his heartbeat coming through it. Twice he pushes for deeper and twice my fists at the base of his cock hold the line, and the second time he lets out a rough breath through his teeth. Both fists around the base rationing how deep, lips and tongue doing the retail up front, and his weight leans a creak out of the plywood and his breath comes through the wall in pushes I can feel against my scalp, and somewhere above me on the other side he says it once, gravel through the hole:

“Good girl.”

I charge that phrase double in my head. Nobody gets to say that through a wall for forty dollars. But my mouth doesn’t stop and my face heats around him and the ten on top quietly reassigns itself, tip to prepayment.

He finishes with a flat palm smacking the plywood once, hard, and empties into my mouth in pulses I take because the sheet’s price implies swallowing — the sheet implies everything, the sheet is the entire employee handbook — and his cum is salt and bitter and a lot of it. I stay on my knees sucking him gently until he’s done twitching and gone soft against my tongue. Then I rock back off my knees and breathe, and the towel ridge lets go of my kneecap with a small relief I’ll be chasing for the rest of my life.

Zipper. Boots — sneakers this time, white ones gone gray. The booth door. Gone.

The shift log lies open by the register, Maya’s day-shift handwriting on the last line: booth 3 smells like bleach again — whatever you’re cleaning back there, it’s working. I read it twice. It’s working. I leave the line alone and don’t add one.

At the register I count the take under the counter light: fifty from the mouth, forty in my sock from the hands, ninety for a Tuesday going on Wednesday. I peel Howard’s cut off the fifty, put it in an envelope from the office drawer, and write nothing on it because there’s nothing safe to write, and my thighs press together while I count, and there’s a low full ache in my cunt that has been on the clock since the towel hit the floor and never punched out, and somewhere between the two bills my body finishes what the wall started, quiet, standing, sock bills cold against the bone the whole way through, a slow roll that closes my eyes for four seconds at the register of a truck-stop video store. That one never touched the sheet.

Howard comes in at six, takes the envelope without opening it, and nods at the corridor.

“Cabinet’s yours,” he says.

Before he unlocks the front door Nicole texts the family thread about Sunday and I heart it one-handed, still counting with the other. Down the hall he heads back there with the roll of masking tape and a fresh sheet of paper. Through the doorway I watch his hands tape it inside the cabinet door, square over the old one, blank columns ruled and ready.
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