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Prologue

Brandi is fucking pissed!!

Sitting at this table at a roadside cafe in Vermont across from the man she married just five hours ago, her blood was boiling. The more he looked at her with surprise and a lack of understanding about why she was upset, the more she wanted to reach across the table and scratch the eyes out of his stupid face.

She shot up from her chair, making a sound like nails on a chalkboard as it scraped the floor. The whole diner froze and stared. When Scott tried to grab her wrist, she jerked away like he was contagious. A woman with hair as sticky-looking as the maple syrup on their pancakes this morning caught her eye from two booths over. She wore a puffy vest and that fake smile New Englanders save for strangers causing a scene. Heat crawled up Brandi’s neck and burned across her face, broadcasting her humiliation to everyone in the room.

“I’m going outside.” Her voice sounded—thin, not like hers at all, not like a Brandi who could wrangle a convalescent mother and keep up in ten credits of courseload. But she didn’t want to start sobbing in a family restaurant, so she just started walking out.

Scott trailed behind, muttering her name, “Brandi, c’mon, slow down, we can work this out can’t we?” He caught up and put a hand on her shoulder. “Brandi, let’s not…” he said, lowering his voice. “Let’s not do this here, okay?”

Brandi stopped, but wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of looking back. They stood there in the midst of people eating and enjoying themselves, while she was far away from enjoying anything. “I don’t want to see you,” she said. “I don’t want to talk to you, I don’t want to look at you.” Her voice cracked and bile rose in her throat, tasting dark and metallic. “Just…” She stepped away and turned to face him, “Just go back to the table and let me have some space please.”

Scott stares after her, one hand still raised, stupidly, mid-air, as if the gesture might catch her like a net. For a moment, she imagines him standing like that all day, stricken, until the busboy tells him to leave, but when the bell above the glass door clangs behind her, she knows that he’s let her walk out alone. She steps out into the late May evening, the warm breeze blowing her blonde hair away from her face. She knows it won’t be long before Scott comes to find her, to once again try and smooth things over, so she takes a quick look around, seeing a large convenience store a little way down and across the highway. She suddenly remembers she has the keys to the rental car in her pocket, because she forgot to bring her phone in and went back to get it, so she makes her way out into the parking lot and unlocks the door. She grabs her main suitcase and pulls the handle out, then sets her smaller one on top of it. She closes the door, grabs the handle and starts walking away from the cafe.


Chapter 1: The Decision

Ten minutes later she crosses the street to the large store that turns out to be a truck stop. She’s looked back a few times wondering if she would see Scott chasing after her, but no sign of him so far. Most of the lot is taken up by big rigs lined up at perfect angles, each rig’s chrome blinking under sodium lamps. The rest is slabbed gravel and random potholes, sprouting gas pumps and vending machines like the appendages of a dead thing. Brandi squints into the sunlit brightness, one hand on her sunglasses, while she rolls her suitcase, the wheels crunching with satisfying violence over loose stone.
 

Inside, the AC is turned low enough to pickle a brisket. Her legs goosebump instantly. There’s a row of video poker machines next to the bathrooms, each seat filled with someone who looks like they haven’t stood up in years: truckers, yes, but also the occasional family guy in tucked-in logo tee or lost high schoolers in baseball hats. Every surface is a sticky skin of corn syrup, diesel, and that sourness particular to gas station floor cleaner.
 

She sheds the sunglasses and shoves them into her hair, letting her eyes adjust. The posted menu—BURGERS FRIED TILL 1 AM—hangs above a beefy counter woman in an apron, her face lit blue-green by the slab of plastic pie display. There’s also a touristy “Vermont Pride” merch rack with plastic cow bells and miniature maple syrup jugs. Brandi’s throat is dry, pulse still racing. She wobbles her chin for a moment, then points herself at the soda machine, because at least pouring your own means nobody asks how you’re doing.
 

She can still see her reflection in the glass: wedding hair barely holding, chunky mascara trails on her cheek, still physical proof she was “the bride.” It’s like looking at someone else. She pours ice and coke into a cup, hands shaking with that low, chemical anger. She sips and almost spits—planned on bitterness, got liquefied—and stands a while, letting the burnt flavor bloom across her tongue and burn through the tightness in her chest.
 

The noise in the place isn’t like a restaurant, more like a playground. Behind her, children pop the foil lids from yogurt cups and slurp them with the rude, sticky glee only vacation can justify. Caffeine pulls the globe of her headache tighter, but in a logical, manageable way. Her phone buzzes, probably Scott. She ignores it.
 

There’s a mirrored wall by the exit; a trick, she guesses, to catch shoplifters. It also catches Brandi, rolling her little parade of luggage underneath the glare. No one in the history of running away has ever looked less cool. A man in a bright green trucker hat leans against the cooler door, pretending to decide between flavors of Gatorade. He stares straight at her, not embarrassed at all when their eyes meet in glass. He even kind of smiles—not a leer, a regular tired-person smile, like he’s sharing a joke about how inconvenient life is. His entire chest and arms are blanket-tattooed, linework that moves when he scratches his jaw. Brandi instinctively polishes a fleck from her wedding ring, forgetting why she’s still wearing it. Her thumb stays pressed to the diamond, like if she covers the stone, no one will notice her.
 

She feels the guy looking, like a gentle tap at the back of her head. She makes herself turn toward him: direct, no flinching. He doesn’t say anything, just pops open the Gatorade—blue—and drinks half the bottle in one go, throat working. The tattoos climb to his neck, an incomplete cyclone of black and gray. He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand, setting the bottle upright on top of the cooler. Only then does he speak.
 

“Rough day?” His voice is a surprise: not rough, not even deep, warmed at the edges with friendliness. She’s not sure what she expected, maybe a dumb pickup line, but nothing in her wants to walk away.
 

She flicks her gaze down to her suitcase, as if this answers everything. “Got any advice for a runaway bride?” The words leap out of her, way too bright, and for a second she burns with self-embarrassment.
 

He considers. “Don’t take the bus from here. They oversell, you end up standing in the aisle the whole trip.”
 

His accent isn’t local. Minnesota, or maybe something further north. She likes it. Likes that he answers, not with a joke, but actual advice.
 

“You live around?” she asks.
 

He shrugs. “No one really lives around here.” He tips his cap like a cartoon cowboy, exposing more of his face. Not quite handsome, not really that at all, just—nice, open, like he never had time to practice a look for women. He’s probably 40, maybe 45, hard to say because his face is so strangely unlined. But the hands clutching his Gatorade bottle are rough in a way she finds pretty authentic.

“Where are you going?” he asks, as if it’s normal to have a woman in a smeared bridal face and yesterday’s sandals plodding through his orbit.

She wants to lie. Maybe Phoenix, or the Florida Keys, or just: “As far as I can get with one tank of gas.”

He seems to like that. “If I was going that far, I’d want better coffee,” he says. “And I’d skip the blue, honestly.”

“You’re not really advertising the brand here.” The banter charges her, a sweet tickle at the base of her skull. “What’s so bad about blue?”

He smiles, just for her. “It stains your teeth. Not a problem for me, but you—” Then he sees her hand on the wedding band, and that smile flickers. Not judgment, more like a weather system passing overhead—cloud, sun, gone.

She twists the ring, tries to tug it off, but her skin has swollen and it sticks at the first joint. “It’s going in the trash as soon as I can get it off,” she says, forcing the words out.

“Don’t,” he says. “Pawn shop’ll get you fifty, maybe sixty bucks. And don’t throw the diamond down the sink, they check the pipes.” When he grins this time, she sees a crooked canine, the kind that belongs in—she doesn’t know, an action movie or a children’s cartoon. She likes it. She likes it more than she should.
 

She lingers in the chilled section, feeling the condensation wet between her shoulder blades, dotted through the mesh of her dress. He moves to the checkout and she follows, partly to keep the camouflage of another body, partly because it feels safer than drifting alone. The cashier, a kid with a birthmark starbursting his temple, barely glances at her, but he knows. They always know.
 

Her new friend—did he say his name? No—pays in cash, crumpled bills, the kind that stink of denim and vetiver. He carries his bag like an old habit and holds the door open for her. She debates, for one absurd moment, whether that’s sexist, then steps through anyway, dragging her suitcases. The sun’s lower now, and the world feels skewed, as if she’s standing at the bottom of a slow whirlpool.
 

He walks ahead, not turning, his butt just barely visible in the sag of his jeans. There’s a green-and-white cab idling by the fuel pumps, the driver asleep against the wheel, mouth open. Brandi forgets where she’s supposed to be. She watches the man—her man? No, just—a man—he sits on one of those iron-welded benches chained to a “No Loitering” sign, as if this proves the universe is completely arbitrary. He unscrews the cap from the Gatorade again and drinks, blue-lipped. Brandi waits, not sure if she’s following him or just not ready to be alone with her old life. Her phone buzzes inside her bag; Scott’s name pixelates the cracked screen. The call icon jerks, green blob, as if it can’t believe she hasn’t picked up already. She puts a hand over it, and the buzzing passes through to her palm, like a creature trapped in a cup.
 

She hovers near the pay phone kiosk and pretends to examine a pile of free road maps. The man in the trucker hat sips his drink slowly, eyes on the horizon past the treeline—no phone in evidence, not even an outline. Monkish. Brandi likes that. Also likes that he hasn’t once asked her name or what she’s running from. She wants to drag up a topic—hockey, Gatorade flavors, Canadian border policy, literally anything—but her tongue feels grown-over with moss. It’s good, maybe, that he leaves empty air between them. It makes the whole situation feel non-threatening, even as a little part of her is on alert, always, for a man to pivot from nice to mean.
 

The cold blue of the Gatorade shivers in the bottle. He glances over, clocking her, and this time he looks like he’s going to offer the drink. “You want some?” The bottle is so clearly his, and the rim is misted with his saliva.

Brandi almost says no, but then she remembers she is not herself today, has no obligations to anyone, so she opens her palm. “Yeah, sure.” He lobs the bottle at her with an underhand toss; it clears the distance and lands in her hand, wet and cold as a fish. The taste is artificial, bluer than blue, almost violent, but she keeps the bottle at her lips for an extra second, like that makes it more real. Their germs are mingling now. Take that, Scott.
 

He’s been studying her face the whole time, but not in that malevolent way she’s used to. He’s just… waiting, as if some logic of the universe demands she make the first move.
 

She caps the bottle and passes it back. “So, what are you running from?” she says, which is a dangerous game, but it’s better than dissolving in her own silence.
 

He seems to like the question, in a way. His eyes crinkle, finally. “Rent, mostly,” he says. “Truck gets two miles a gallon, boss wants me in Buffalo by sunrise tomorrow.” He shrugs, like he’s reading weather and not his own life. “But for right now? I’m just sitting here.”
 

She doesn’t believe it, but it’s a good enough answer for both of them. She sits next to him, suitcase pressed between her knees, the iron bench leeching heat from her thighs. Overhead, the sodium lights buzz and pop, the universe trying to catch their attention, but Brandi just hunches in, arms folded, waiting for her body to catch up with her mind.
 

She feels him glance at her, and then nothing for a while except for the dry chirr of insects and the sharp tick of the plastic sign that hung from the door, flipping back and forth in the wind. She draws her knees up, feeling suddenly so small she could slip through the metal slats and disappear under the grill of a Peterbilt. Her phone starts vibrating again, the bright rectangle thrashing in the mesh pocket of her suitcase like a moth. She lets it. The man in the hat doesn’t look at the phone, or even her, just keeps his face turned toward the line of trees like he’s waiting for something to emerge.
 

All around, the world shifts: families swerve between gas islands like dodgem cars, a woman in white Crocs and a dirty tee yells for her son to “put that down, Jesus, Jack,” and in the distance a semi coughs and roars to life, flushing the edge of the parking lot with noise. Brandi scrapes flecks of old manicure off her thumb. The man—his tattooed hands say “hold fast” in blocky letters—leans back, letting his palms rest flat on the pebbled paint of the bench.
 

They sit like that for a while, not friends, not anything, just united by the fact of being left over at the end of the day. It’s strangely all right, this nothing. She feels the spikes of anxiety in her blood start to dull into fatigue. She thinks: If I stay here long enough, maybe I’ll just evaporate. Maybe that’s what adult freedom is—just slowly reducing yourself until the original you is gone.
 

But then she catches the reflection of her own face again, warped and multiplied in the shimmer of the phone in her lap. Her features float next to Scott’s number on the phone, their faces bleeding together—his red, sweaty from arguing, hers pale and tired. She hates it. She closes her eyes, counts to eight. She’ll need to find a hotel, a place to crash for the night, and part of her panics at the idea of doing this with no plan, just winging it alone. The other part—the growing, sly part—loves it.
 

She stands suddenly, rocking the metal bench. “Hey,” she says to the man, who is now digging in his pocket for something.
 

He looks up, eyebrows a question mark.
 

“Can you give me a ride?” she says, full stop, no explanation, just letting the words fall open and see how they land. The wind lifts her hair and she has to push it back down, her hand trembling in a way that nobody but her would ever notice.
 

The man shrugs, looking down at her classy suitcase with an amused skepticism. “You aren’t planning to murder me, are you?”
 

She shakes her head, a laugh bursting out before she can stop it. “No. Unless you murder me first.”
 

He considers, then nods at his rig, a two-tone Peterbilt squatting on the far side of the lot. “I have a sleeper. It’s kind of gross in there, not gonna lie.”
 

She’s already started across the gravel, dragging her little train of possessions. “I can handle gross,” she says, and she can, really, she means it, she’s eaten out of vending machines for a few years of college and lived in two group houses with clogged shower drains. She can handle anything.

He’s walking slower, letting her lead the way. When they reach his semi she realizes, with a lurch in the pit of her stomach, that she never even bothered to ask his name.
 

At the truck’s platform, he unlocks the passenger side, then motions her with a silent “go ahead”—a little bow, goofy, almost courtly. She hoists the suitcase, which catches on the bottom step. Her hands are still shaking, but now it’s from something different, like a kid just before the rollercoaster drops.
 

The cab’s interior was bigger than she expected, two captain type chairs behind a large dash-board with plenty of leg room. There was space between the seats that someone could walk through to the back of the cab, which had a tall ceiling, storage cabinets behind the passenger seat, a refrigerator behind the driver seat and a nice size bed along the back wall. He handles her suitcase for her, then walks around and climbs in beside her, the vowels of his grunts unfiltered through manners. Up close, the tattoos are stories: wolves, ships, one with an anchor that runs all the way to his wrist. For a second, Brandi wonders if this is the moment her mother warned about. Stranger. Truck. End of story. She waits for the fear, but it doesn’t come. Instead, she feels a strange sense of nostalgia, as if she’s stepped into a memory from someone she used to be.
 

He jams the keys and the engine coughs to life, shaking everything that isn’t bolted down. “So, you’re going to Buffalo with me?” he asks with a half-smile that is not really a smile, but an offer. “Unless you have a better destination.”

She doesn’t. She doesn’t have any destination, not one that would sound less desperate than “away.” She says, “Buffalo sounds great to me.”

He wrestles the seat into a more upright position. She stares out at the painted parking lines shuddering past, and for a moment the world is just rumbling and white noise. She expects him to ask about her wedding dress (which, fine, is a cute cream Anthropologie dress, not a gown, but still: The Look is there), but he never does. He just puts two hands on the wheel and pulls them out of the shadow of the rest stop, into the low angle of the evening, toward the long black stream of westbound highway.


Chapter 2: The First Ride

The first thirty miles pass in silence, Brandi’s eyes take in the dashboard, all the buttons and switches on it. She glances over at the driver from time to time, his eyes focused on the road ahead, both hands on the wheel. The ride is very smooth, nothing like what she thought a big truck would be like, so she relaxes in her seat and enjoys the view.

The silence is not awkward, but absolute. She can hear her own breathing, and the tick of his thumbnail against the plastic of the wheel. It becomes the kind of quiet that makes a person want to confess things.
 

The trucker speaks first: “Usually people fall asleep,” he says, not taking his eyes off the road. “You don’t strike me as someone who gets much rest.”

“I actually don’t have much trouble sleeping,” Brandi replies, “There’s just been a lot going on the last few days.” She goes quiet then, not sure how much she should share, her eyes focused on her hands in her lap.

She can sense him looking over at her, then he asks, “I probably should have asked this before, but do I need to worry about your fiancée chasing after us?”

Brandi casually answers him, “No, he can’t come after us.” She looks over at him and his eyebrows are raised, like he doesn’t quite believe her.

“You seem sure about that.” he tells her.

Brandi reaches into her pocket and pulls the car keys out, “I have the car keys.” she tells him.

He looks over at her, then at the keys dangling from her hand, then breaks out into a big smile, “Are you serious?” He starts to laugh loudly for a few minutes, causing Brandi to smile and eventually laugh with him. She tucks the keys back in her pocket when he says, “So, you ran from your wedding, then left him stranded? That’s wild.”

Brandi shook her head, “I didn’t run out before the wedding, I left after that, and I wasn’t really thinking when I ran off with the keys still in my pocket.”

“So, you’re not a runaway bride?” he asked her. “Never heard of someone running off AFTER the wedding.”

“I hadn’t either honestly,” Brandi replied, but gave no other explanation. Her phone rings again. She ignores it, but this time the display shows not Scott, but her mother. The name causes a spike of sour adrenaline in her. She fumbles, turns the phone facedown, and tucks it under her thigh. She tries to focus on the roadside world: Waffle Houses and La Quinta Inns, transmission shops still open after dark; a planetarium, inexplicably, on a hill above a go-kart track. The monotony sharpens her attention to detail. She starts to notice things about the man: the neatness of his hands, which seem out of place on someone so battered; the careful way he checks his side mirrors every forty seconds or so; how he always puts his drink in the same cupholder.

“I’m Mike by the way.” he says suddenly, bringing her out of her thoughts.

“Brandi.” she says, giving him a slight smile. “Thanks for taking me with you.”

“You’re welcome, Brandi.” he tells her and returns her smile, “Not sure why you’re here, but I’m happy to have the company.”

Brandi looks back down at her lap, “I found out something about my husband at the reception this afternoon, something he did months ago. When we were at the cafe, I asked him about it and his explanation and excuses just infuriated me.”

“I see,” Mike says, “that explains why you looked like you wanted to burn the diner down with your mind.”
 

Brandi laughs, this time for real, and can feel the last drywall-thin layer of shame slough off. She sips again from the blue Gatorade and watches the world flatten into monotony. She can feel her body relaxing into the rhythm, the old furniture of distress rearranging inside her bones. She realizes she needs the restroom about ten miles after it becomes urgent. She waits until she can’t anymore, then says, “I need to pee, is that—do you want me to just wait?”
 

Mike gives her a side glance, like, is she for real? “We can stop anywhere.” The way he says it makes her feel like she’s been offered a gift, like the rules of the road are hers to set.
 

The next rest stop is a crumb of brightness in the middle of the highway dark. Mike turns in with the immense confidence of someone who’s made this turn a thousand times. The truck growls into a spot at the end, swallowing two compact cars’ worth of pavement. He leaves the engine idling—the cab fills with a patient, heavy thrum. Brandi expects him to reach for a phone, but instead he pulls down the sun visor and takes out a baggie of almonds, eats three in slow, bored succession, one at a time. He stares out the windshield, the edges of his tattoos strobing blue and red from a nearby police car’s rotating lights.
 

She climbs down with her phone in one hand and her purse in the other, legs trembling from the unfamiliar height. The bathroom is exactly what she expects—stagnant air, paper towels balled on the wet counter, the tile crazed with old shoe-marks and something that might be blood or just rust. She pees, checks her phone. Seventeen missed calls from Scott. Four from her mother. None from anyone else. She types a new note to herself: “Do not call back until NY border.” Then she stares at her reflection, which is blurry and kinder than she expects. Her lips are still holding a smile from the truck. She dabs her eyes with the corner of a tissue and walks back out, her heart slightly less than panic.
 

Mike is outside the cab now, standing in the faint light of the rest area, facing away from the building, arms crossed while he looks out at a row of vending machines and the strobing cop car. His silhouette, haloed by yellowish sodium bulbs, looks almost mythic—larger than life, or maybe just a grown man who never, even for a second, doubts he belongs wherever he lands. Brandi is suddenly intensely aware of her own form, her bare calves, the thrifted skirt about half an inch too short, the whine of her sandals’ velcro as she approaches.
 

Mike jerks his chin up in greeting but doesn’t say anything, a gesture that says he’s ready to move if she is, but also that he’s in no rush. Brandi stands at the base of the cab for a few seconds, letting the humming stillness of the night pour over her. The air smells like hot brake pads and the faint promise of rain. Then, for no reason except that she feels like it, she says, “You want a soda or anything?” Her voice comes out girlish, playful. She can hear every syllable.
 

He smiles, slow, as if surprised by the offer. “I haven’t had a Sunkist in years,” he admits. “Pure poison, but I used to love it.” His guilty-pleasure face is so guileless that Brandi starts to giggle, and in that split second she realizes she wants this man to like her—not just not kill her, but actually like her. She hasn’t wanted that, in any form, since before she can remember.
 

She turns towards the row of vending machines, the walk sticky-sweet with remembered permission. The plastic domes inside the coke machine clink and whirr, suggesting too many flavors for one person to care about. She feels him behind her, not close, but present—like a magnetic pole that could drag metal from her blood. She drags quarters from her purse and stabs the Sunkist button twice, half-expecting it to jam, which it does. She bangs the heel of her hand against the glass until two cans rattle down, one almost bursting. The violence of it, the anti-elegance, makes her giddy.
 

She returns with the cans clutched cold to her chest. As she hands one up to Mike, she hesitates, then decides: “Sock me a memory,” she tells him. “Sunkist is your middle school nostalgia, right? What’s the story there?”
 

Mike’s mouth quirks, an imperfect triangle of a smile, and for a heartbeat he looks both older and younger than before. “First time I ever got suspended, I was on a Sunkist bender. Chugged three before homeroom, threw up bright orange on the principal’s shoes during roll call.” He opens the can in a blast of CO2 and shrugs, like this is what life hands you and you clean it up or you don’t. “What about you, Brandi? Got any vices, or you just like living on the edge?”
 

She cracks her own can, fuzz fizzing into her cuticles. “Gum. I used to be pack-a-day, like ...I used to be a full-on gum junkie. Never cigarettes, but I could go through a bulk pack of cinnamon Trident in a day. The inside of my cheeks would peel. My dentist said I was a compulsive chewer, like a terrier. I’ve been trying to quit.”
 

Mike blows a low whistle. “That’s intense. Cinnamon?”
 

“Cinnamon or bust,” Brandi grins. She can feel her face jump with pleasure, even in the shuddery spill of the parking lot lights. “Have you ever tried that old-school black licorice kind? My grandma kept it in her purse. Only thing worse was clove.”
 

Mike actually shudders, the first full-body motion she’s seen from him. “My uncle gave me some once. Tasted like burning plastic and anger.”
 

They’re standing under the sodium vapor, two Sunkists between them, the loaded silence of rural New York so complete that the click of her can lid pops like a firecracker. Brandi feels oddly bare, like the landscape itself is listening—tree frogs, skittish deer, even the fluorescent insects that thud against the lighted sign.
 

She sidles up the steps to the cab, her thighs brushing cool steel, and climbs up without looking to see if he’s watching. She’s halfway inside when she pauses, realizing she never checked if there was an etiquette to this—should she wait for him to go first? She perches on the passenger seat, wrestling her skirt under her, and studies the way Mike angles himself up in his seat, easy and deliberate, like he’s done this move eight million times.

He glances at her. Not the up-and-down elevator-vibe she’s fielded all day, but a look meant to see if she’s ready. She nods, and he guides the truck out with a gentle roll, not jarring at all, almost maternal.
 

Back on the interstate, the orange dash lights strobe softly against her knees. She finds herself watching the world outside as if it’s a slide projector, each flicker of exit sign and rest area something preserved in amber for her alone. There’s a wild joy in being aimless, in not having to explain every move or anticipate the next. She sips the Sunkist, lets the syrup coat her tongue. Finds she kind of likes the taste—maybe always has but never admitted it.

She glances over again at Mike’s hands, “I’m guessing you’re not married. Do you have a girlfriend back home?” she asks him.

Mike gives a tight smile and shakes his head, keeping his eyes on the road, “No. No girlfriend. I’m divorced. Three years now.”

“I’m sorry,” Brandi says, hoping she didn’t bring up a sore subject.

“Yea, me too.” Mike agrees, “She got tired of me being away so much and wanted out. Twelve years of marriage gone.”

“Me and Scott have been together almost five years.” she said, wanting to divert the conversation to something else. “We both grew up in Vermont, then went to Boston College together. In my first semester of my sophomore year, my mom had a bad car wreck, broke both of her legs in multiple places and was going to have months of rehab. My dad couldn’t take off work that much, so I left college to help take care of her.” She went quiet for a few minutes.

“I guess Scott stayed in Boston?” Mike asked.

Brandi nodded, her eyes focused on her lap, “Yea, we would visit each other when we could. Mostly he would drive to see me on weekends or holidays. Mom’s rehab didn’t go like they hoped for, so it was almost a year before she was fully back on her feet, and I never went back to college. Scott came down one time in his senior year and proposed to me. He took me to an arboretum and got down on his knees with all these flowers around, it was super romantic.”

“Sounds like it, good for him.” Mike chimed in.

Brandi gave a small smile, “It was. I had this idea that we would save ourselves until our wedding night, not have sex together until then. Scott didn’t really agree with it since we’d had sex before, but he said okay, so I thought we were on the same page.”

Brandi goes quiet again, so Mike asks her, “I’m guessing that wasn’t the case?”

“No,” Brandi says, “The wedding went great today. All our family and friends were there, the cake and decorations were beautiful and I felt so happy. I went into the bathroom to change for the reception, and some other women walked in. I could only hear their voices and they started talking about Scott and some girl named Annette. Said they were an item at a few parties they attended after he proposed to me.”

“That’s a rough way to find out something like that.” Mike offered.

Brandi looks out the windshield, tears welling in her eyes, “I was stunned. I even hoped they were talking about some other guy named Scott, but they were specific about it being the groom. I spent the rest of the reception in shock, not sure what to do. When we left and stopped at that cafe, I asked him about it and he denied it at first. I told him I wanted to see his phone and he refused and finally admitted that he did see “some girl” once or twice but that he wasn’t thinking straight, or that he was missing me so much he couldn’t help himself.” Brandi gave a short indignant laugh, “Such bullshit!”

She waits for Mike to say something, but he just adjusts his grip on the wheel and checks the left mirror, the yellow glint of passing cars sliding up his tattoos and cutting across his jaw, which is set forward, like he’s bracing against a wind only truckers know. She’s just laid out the ugliest hours of her life to this guy and he’s not even going to try for “it’s not your fault” or some other canned speech. The silence is so fucking rare it almost makes her want to laugh again, but her face won’t go there; she’s too tired.
 

“Guess that’s why you don’t see a lot of happy couples on the road,” he says, eventually.
 

She says, “Yeah.” She sips and swallows and wonders what he’d do if she started crying for real, not the pretty little TV sniffles but the ugly, shameful kind. She decides she won’t, not until it’s raining or dark or both.
 

“Nobody really wants to be the woman with a suitcase at the edge of a parking lot,” she finally says. She’s not sure where this comes from, but it lands between them, taking up new space in the cabin. Mike drums his fingers on the armrest. There’s oil under his thumbnail, navy black and indelible.
 

“Maybe not,” he says, “but if you are, at least you’re not boring.” His voice is calm, like he’s telling her the stop number for the next rest area. “Most people who get in this truck want to sell me Boy Scout cookies, or make a call to their ex girlfriend, or read trucker poetry they wrote for a dead cat.” He slides her a look. “You’re way less weird than most.”
 

Brandi almost smiles. “You’re meeting me on my worst day,” she says.
 

“Maybe,” he says, “but you could have curled up in the back and cried, and you didn’t. If this is your worst day, then I think Scott is a fool.” He lets that settle between them.

Brandi sits with the Sunkist can wedged in both hands, watching the pulsing dots of taillights and wondering if all her best and worst days will be measured like this—by whether or not she curled up and cried.

The next hour unspools in a hush, punctuated only by the long-haul lullabies of the truck: the ambient drone, the windshield wipers, the whine of tires against asphalt. Occasionally, Mike flips between AM radio stations, all of them offering rural static studded with the voices of men. Jesus talk, farming commodity prices, classic country; none of it sticks for long. Brandi’s thoughts run out ahead of the headlights, skipping off into a future she absolutely cannot imagine.
 

Her phone vibrates, more insistent now, until she yanks it out and flips the Do Not Disturb. There’s a message from Lissy—a friend from the old life, the kind who always knew the latest flavor of drama but never the substance, a chronic “u ok?” texter. Brandi doesn’t answer. She doesn’t want to account for herself. Mike, to his quiet credit, doesn’t prod. He seems perfectly content to let her exist beside him, not a puzzle to be solved or a case to be worked.

When they stop for gas in Syracuse, the station is empty except for a sleek black Dodge idling at the diesel island and a kid on a skateboard drifting in lazy windmill loops around the picnic tables. Brandi sits tight while Mike fuels up, watching the boy spin and carve circles into the pale concrete. When he’s done, she asks him to get her suitcase and bring it into the cab. She’s tired of wearing this dress and figures she can change somehow when they get going again. She waits until he gets them going again, then moves into the sleeping compartment and peels the sweaty dress off, revealing her red bra and panty set she has on underneath. For a second, she imagines Mike turning around and seeing her half-naked in the truck and laughs at the total lack of fucks she now has. Her body is all angles and panic, not the lithe, glowy version she had planned for Scott tonight in whatever hotel had been booked. She wonders if Mike notices things like that, if he’s even the kind of man who catalogs the curve of someone’s armpit, the plucked rawness of a bikini line. Maybe he is, maybe he’s not. Maybe he’s just hungry and tired like everyone else.

She dresses in her favorite soft college T-shirt and old jean shorts with a rip in the ass, not caring about the state of her hair or what Mike thinks. She digs a little further in her suitcase and finds some peppermint Orbit in a pocket—a relic of her former self. Not cinnamon, but she laughs and pops three disks in her mouth anyway because maybe her brain needs a change.
 

She returns to the passenger seat, feeling different, a puzzle piece swapped out for another. Mike does not react to the change—doesn’t look, doesn’t comment, just shifts gears and merges into traffic as if picking up a new stray woman in the middle of the night is the most natural thing in the world.
 

Brandi tears open a sleeve of peanut butter crackers from the snack stash and offers one, wordless. He takes it, the pads of his fingers briefly grazing hers. For a second, it’s like static electricity—a jolt, then gone.

Mike takes a bite of his cracker, then tells her, “We should be in Buffalo in around an hour or so.”


Chapter 3: The Trucker Network

A little after 12:30am they pull into a large warehouse area and park in an empty parking lot. Mike shuts off the engine, telling Brandi that they’ll have to wait for people to get there in the morning to unload his trailer.

“What is this place?” Brandi asks him.

“Well, there’s several different companies that have warehouses here, but the one I’m here for is a big auto parts warehouse.” Mike explains. “For now, we’ll get some sleep until they get here.”

He reaches into a cabinet behind his seat and gets a small bag, “I’ll show you how we brush our teeth out on the road.” he tells her, then climbs down out of the cab. Brandi grabs her own toothbrush and toothpaste and follows him out. She finds him at the side of the truck holding a water bottle. “Just brush like normal, and rinse with some water. All there is to it.” He starts brushing his teeth, so Brandi gets her brush ready and starts herself, both of them standing a few feet apart vigorously brushing. Mike finishes, takes a gulp from the bottle and spits in some grass close by. He hands the bottle to Brandi that does the same, then tells her that he’s going to pee in some bushes not too far away.

“What about me?” Brandi asks him.

“You can go when I get back, I’ll keep watch for you.” he tells her.

She watches him recede into the fringe of the lot, quick and shambling, so at home in this hybrid of wilderness and trucker ephemera that he might as well be a local spirit. Brandi jogs a thumbnail against the channel ridges of her toothpaste tube, then folds her arms. The air here is chemical, tart with antifreeze, but underneath there’s a spring bloom note—lilac maybe, or whatever grows in the half-trashed railroad beds of Buffalo New York.

She waits for Mike to come back, shuffling her sandaled feet on the asphalt. She leans her hips on the side of the truck, trying to look casual, as if she has done this a thousand times, brushing her teeth at midnight behind a warehouse with a tattooed trucker she met in a gas station less than a day ago.

Once, when she was seven, her mom took her to a weird church retreat, and on the first night she’d wandered out to the playground because she didn’t want to sleep beside girls she didn’t know. It’s the same feeling now, the world gone planetary and half-abstract, empty except for Brandi, a parking lot, and the possibility of someone showing up to claim her. She almost expects Scott to appear in their rental car, his silhouette pasted to the seats, mouth working some useless version of her name. She forces the thought away and takes inventory of the perimeter lights, how they strata against each other in smeared halos. In the back distance, Mike whistles, sharp and birdlike, not a tune but a one-note signal: all clear. She catches herself smiling.

He steps back onto the parking lot, walking towards her, “All clear for you.” he says.

Brandi feels a jolt of animal shyness, and then disgust at the modesty, like she’s seven years old again and afraid to pee behind the barn because there might be a bat or a raccoon peering through a knot-hole. She walks to the bushes where Mike emerged from, and squats on the balls of her feet, yanking the waistband of her shorts just far enough down to feel the night air between her legs. Mosquitos whale against her thighs. The distant hum of the city’s pulse— a train sighing somewhere, a far-off siren—feels as enormous as the ocean. When she stands and rebuttons her shorts, she wants to laugh a little; maybe there is a freedom here in having nothing left to protect.
 

She circles back to the truck with a crisp shuffle of sandals, not hurrying, not for Mike or anyone, and finds him already in the cab, silhouetted against the dashboard glow. She takes the iron rail in both hands and climbs up. He’s unfolded the comforter over the bed for her, a blue quilt with a zigzag pattern, and is rummaging in a cabinet behind the passenger seat. “Pillow’s clean,” he says, not looking down. “Sheets are, like, truck clean.” His shirt is off now, tattoos eclipsed to black shapes in the low light, chest and arms pale as bread dough where the ink hasn’t claimed them.
 

“I’ll sleep in my seat up front so you can have the bed.” he continues. He moves into the driver’s seat, putting a shade in the windshield to block out the parking lot lights.

Brandi moves onto the bed, Mike’s boots and t-shirt on the floor behind his seat. She looks at her phone, at all the messages and missed calls and opens the texts from her mom and starts typing:

‘Sorry I haven’t contacted you before now, just need some time to myself to think     i promise i’m doing fine and I’ll call you soon’

She hits send, then goes to Scott’s texts, less sure of what to say. The anger level from this evening has faded to a low simmer, but she’s still blank on what to say, or even if she should bother at all. She looks over to Mike trying to get a small blanket to cooperate, then looks down at his boots and shirt on the floor behind him. A thought comes to her mind, a phrase pops into her brain that she must have heard somewhere before: Don’t get mad, get even.

She brings up her phone app and holds the phone low beside the bed, snapping a pic of the boots and t-shirt. She attaches that pic into Scott’s text and hits send, a slight smile on her face. It’s only a few seconds before he replies, asking where she is, telling her he had to get the keys replaced for the rental car, costing them a few hundred bucks. Then he goes into a few “sorrys” and talks about how worried he is about her, things she can’t take him seriously about right now. She types a message:

‘Just giving you a heads up that I might not be alone tonight, unlike you did for me’

She hits send with a small bit of satisfaction, then puts her phone down on the floor. Mike flips in his seat for the tenth time in the last two minutes making Brandi wonder if he’s actually ever slept in that seat before.

“There’s enough room for us both back here.” she tells him.

She doesn’t make it sound sexy, or even like an invitation. She just says it raw, as if it’s a logistical truth, the two of them plus a bed equals an obvious equation. Mike pauses, his elbows denting the armrests. For a beat he doesn’t move, and Brandi can sense the calculation in his posture—not what will she allow, but how not to fuck it up

“You sure you’re okay with that?” he asks, quiet, and her chest cinches, because of course she is, there’s nothing else in the world right now except this truck and this man and a blue quilt zigzagged like the pulse of some old machine.

“If you don’t snore, yeah,” she answers, so pointedly casual it’s almost cruel. “Plus, a bride shouldn’t sleep alone on her wedding night, right?” she says coyly.

For a second he stands, shirtless, awkward as a boy at his first coed sleepover. Then he slips off his jeans and Brandi clocks, from the corner of her vision, the expanse of boxer-briefed thigh, pale and mottled as Greek marble.

He climbs over her so he’s against the back wall, making eye contact with her as he does. He settles beside her, taking up every bit of empty mattress space there is, “Thanks.” he says, “I’m sorry you’re here on your wedding night…..I mean, I’m not sorry you’re here, I’m just sorry for why you’re here.”

Brandi laughs at his stumbling of words, “I know what you meant and I’m glad I found you when I needed someone.” She turns onto her back in what space she has, “So, what was your wedding night like when it was just you and your new bride? Did she wear sexy lingerie for you?” She can feel Mike smiling beside her without even looking.

“Yea, she did.” he says. “She wore this see-thru green nightie with nothing on underneath. She had green eyes and really dark, almost black hair so it looked great on her.”

Brandi tries to imagine it, “Sounds like you had a really good night.”

“We did,” Mike lets out a sigh. “Didn’t sleep much that night.”

Brandi sighs herself, “I wanted my wedding night to be like that too, all that built up passion finally released between us.” Her voice gets a little shaky, then she re-composes herself, “Someone had to go and mess that up.” Neither of them says anything for a bit, then Brandi breaks the short silence, “Do you want to see what I bought to wear for my wedding night?”

Mike raises himself on an elbow. The inside of the sleeper is close enough that Brandi could flick him in the chest if she wanted; she doesn’t. She watches his tattoos, how they flatten and flow when his bicep flexes. He’s smiling, but not in that lecherous way, just—curious, maybe hopeful. A new equation. She tells him to turn around and face the back wall, even putting the pillow over his head so he can’t peek. She gets off of the bed and gets into her suitcase. She finds the small, closed bag and pulls out the burgundy bra and panty set, hose and heels. She stands up, still amazed at the high ceiling inside a truck, and checks to make sure Mike hasn’t moved, then starts undressing.

She strips the slouchy tee over her head and shimmies the shorts down, cold air puckering her skin. The bra is a slick, satiny fit, deep wine against the pale of her chest—she hadn’t modeled it in the store, just snatched it off a mannequin because it seemed adult, expensive. The panties are the same shiny fabric, high at the hips, and she can see in the tiny mirror clipped to the cabinet that they suggest more than they conceal. There’s a garter belt, even, which she wrangles around her thighs, fumbling but intent. The hose are trickier, but she sits on the corner of the passenger seat and rolls them slow, careful not to rip a seam. She puts the heels on and stands there double checking everything. She shakes her head at the fact that it’s not her new husband that gets to see her dressed this way, but a man she just met today. The thought draws up some sadness, but there’s also a thrill in it as well.

She stands up extra straight, pushing her chest out, then tells Mike he can turn around. He pulls the pillow off his head and twists over slow, like he’s prepping for a magic trick but doesn’t want to spook the audience. At first he just blinks, still horizontal, as if he expects her to be in the wedding dress, or the rundown T-shirt, or maybe nothing at all. Instead, she’s in the burgundy set, heels planted, hose tight enough to press color up through her thighs. The look on his face is a blend of reverence, surprise, and some confusion, as if he’s been handed a very expensive, very illegal piece of candy.
 

“Holy shit,” he says—soft, not even close to a wolf whistle. He props himself up, sheet forgotten, and plants his feet on the floor, letting his knees angle wide. His new vantage gives him the full effect. “You look… damn. I don’t have words.” It lands for her in a way that’s so much more potent than the usual “hot” or “sexy.” She likes that he’s almost at a loss for the script.
 

She does a little runway twirl because why not be ridiculous, and the microplastics in the stockings rasp against each other audibly. She stands there, arms at her sides, not supermodel posed, more like a crash test dummy waiting for the impact. She wishes for a second she had a tiara or veil just to make it even stranger, to hammer home how not-Scott this moment is. How the wedding night, once so choreographed in her mind, exists only as this: a half-lit sleeper cab, a quilt crawling off the edge, a man with a sunburned neck and half-moon bruises at his hipbones. She decides she’s not sad at all, not even a little. She feels violently present, full to the rim with the reality of her own body.
 

“I guess I should be glad it’s you seeing it,” Brandi says, trying for a laugh. It works. Her voice is floaty, a little slurred—the fatigue, the Sunkist, the late hour? Or just the shock of being wanted, of not having to apologize for herself.
 

Mike stands up. His chest is broader than she’d guessed—the shirt had lied—and his abdomen is soft, the kind of soft you only get from working hard and not giving a shit what you look like after thirty. A tractor trailer man, not a Crossfit ghost. He takes a half-step toward her, stops, and says, “Can I touch you?” It’s so elementary-school that she has to swallow the urge to giggle or cry. She’s not even sure which.
 

She nods, once, and feels the chill on her skin, every little pore standing up as he closes the distance. He lays a hand flat on her hip—palm hot, dry, pressing through the satin and into her. Brandi feels the blood go to her cheeks. Mike’s hands are careful, not groping; he slides the edge of his thumb along the garter strap and then steps back, as if to check the full spectacle. The air in the cab is cool, but she’s burning now, all along the chest and stomach, the insides of her thighs. She doesn’t know what he’ll do next, and she revels in that, the not-knowing, the refusal to demand or predict.
 

She says, “Just so you know, I’ve never done this before,” and doesn’t clarify what this is—flaunt herself? Sleep with a stranger?  All of it, probably.
 

Mike laughs, loose and low, and she can feel it in her stomach. He keeps his hands at her hips but draws her closer with just enough force to let her decide if she’ll move. She does, shifting her weight until her shins are against his. He smells like the air outside, like engine grease and the mint of cheap toothpaste. She’s aware of her own sweat, which has a metallic, hot note, and how her heart is beating high and useless in her neck. She tilts her face up, waiting for him to kiss her, and when he does it’s almost cautious—the anti-Scott, no hungry tongue jammed in, no pulling at her with wild hands. Just a slow press, dry lips at first, then a firmer touch, enough to let her open if she wants to.
 

She does. She wants to.
 

The quilt is still rumpled at the edge of the bed. She feels Mike’s thigh flex under her hand, and she reaches around his waist, nails sliding on the waistband of his boxers. His skin is furnace-hot. He flicks his tongue at her lip and she lets it happen, lets everything happen, a catalog of sensations: the scratch of facial hair against her jaw, the throb of his pulse against her forearm. His hands move up, not greedy, but inquisitive, slow enough to catch any sign she wants them to stop. When they don’t, when she presses closer, he runs his left palm down her back and over the curve of her ass, pausing there, letting the warmth of his hand seep in.
 

This is not what she pictured, not even close, but it makes her—happy? Maybe. The feeling is bigger than that, unclassifiable, something alive with nerves. She can’t remember if she ever felt this sharp and alive with Scott; probably not since the first year, before everything got weighted with explanations, rules, the logistics of adult life.
 

Mike lifts her thigh up onto his own, balancing her easily. She feels the wall of the sleeper behind her, cool through the fabric, then his mouth moves closer, grazing her neck, waiting for her to give him more. She does, arching slightly, letting herself become the thing that needs, not the thing that must explain. For once she doesn’t want to run the script—will he like this, is this okay, should she slow down or apologize for something. She just wants. For the first time in too long she lets herself want.
 

He piles the quilt up beneath them and settles her against it, hands bracing at her shoulders, then sliding down to explore again. Mouth on mouth, an escalation, but never out of her control. She hears the creak of the cab, the faint tick of metal from the frame as they shift. He breathes into her ear, the salt of his skin mixing with her own.
 

She doesn’t know how much time passes, whether it’s three minutes or forty, but her senses fuzz at the edges in the best way. She’s moored only by the feel of the quilt at her back, the scrape of his stubble on her collarbone, and the growing, humming urgency between her legs. He’s surprisingly gentle—he takes the curve of her leg in both hands and just holds it there, as if to convince her there’s no hurry. A part of her fizzles with impatience, wants him to be rougher, but when he pulls back a bit, looking her over, she realizes the restraint is... careful. Respectful, even. Nobody’s ever treated her like glass before, and part of her hates it, but the other part—the bigger part—thrills at being seen as something worth protecting.
 

“You’re shivering,” Mike says, his voice barely there.
 

She can’t tell if it’s a question or an observation, so she just nods, awkward as hell, and runs her hands up his arms to show the goosebumps there. “This is a big night. Been saving myself for it,” she says, then, because it’s easier than being soft, she bites his shoulder, a gentle nip. He grins at her, almost delighted, and finally, finally pulls her in tight. His chest covers her, dense and heavy, and she loses her balance, tumbling backward into the cave of the cab’s sleeper.
 

He follows her down, lips returning to hers, but now there’s an urgency, a press she won’t push away. His palm finds the bare skin above her stocking, so hot it’s almost painful, and she wriggles herself up until the sharp ridges of her bra bite into her ribs. She wants to drag him on top of her, to be devoured and rearranged and spat out into daybreak. Instead, he slows again, kisses her jaw, the hollow beneath her ear, the line of her collarbone all the way to one bra strap. With a motion she feels as much as sees, he traces the hem of the bra, thumbs brushing into the curves. She tilts her chin, eyes squeezed shut against the inside of her head, and for a second she’s floating—a body, yes, but also pure sensation.
 

Mike works the clasp of her bra, not fumbling but not smooth either, and when it gives way, his hands open her up with the reverence of someone carving a peach. She should feel self-conscious but doesn’t, maybe can’t; the thrill is too enormous, and it isn’t lost on her that she’s letting this stranger see the shape of her breasts, the naked curves that were vowed to another man today.

He bends down and takes a nipple in his mouth and she gasps, shocked silent by how sharp the pleasure is. He moves to the other one, then tongue-strokes the rigid tip until she thinks she might die, or start to cry, or maybe both, she isn’t sure. He seems receptive to feedback, slows, then nibbles just short of pain before returning to the slow, warm suction. Her hips arch up in sync, and she can’t help grinding against the air, the little scrap of satin already wet and clinging. She’s been with three men before Scott, all of them… eager, to put it nicely, but nobody who paid this kind of attention to her, to each part of her. If it’s a performance, she doesn’t care. She is the audience, and she’s rapt.
 

He doesn’t even try to take her panties off. Not yet. Just leaves his hands on her thighs, one stabilizing her knee while the other holds the outer seam, thumb working slow circles above the garter strap. Every atom of her is tuned to that thumb, praying he’ll move it, or that he won’t, or that he’ll surprise her. She runs her own hand down his back, the vertebrae stacked like big dominos, then inside the band of his boxers, daring herself to see what he’ll do. The answer is: nothing. He lets her have her hand there, and her nerve breaks after a second, her palm slickening with sweat. She pulls out, a coward, and he catches her wrist, brings it up to his jaw and kisses the knuckles with an impossible, embarrassing tenderness.
 

The panties stay on for what feels like a really long time. Instead, he kisses her all over, again, down her stomach, across her bellybutton, down to the slick band of lace at her hip. She expects him to dive between her legs, to rake her open with his hands, but he doesn’t. Instead, he rubs the inside of her thigh with his knuckles, gentling her as if she’s a feral cat. It’s infuriatingly slow, almost chaste; she wonders if he thinks she’ll break, a glassy little bride on her first ride.
 

At last, when her patience is soupy and her hips are floating off the comforter, he presses his palm over her and just holds her there, one layer of thin wet satin between his hand and what she’s sure is now a bright red patch of skin. He kisses her neck again, and his breath—god, it smells like Sunkist and almonds—makes her toes flex tight. She lets out a sound—indecent, not even words, just a raw syllable. She doesn’t care if he hears.
 

She opens her eyes, finds his, and he’s searching for permission. She gives it with a nod, a tilt of her hips, then finally, just to be sure, she wraps her arms around his shoulders and holds him in, like she’s the gravity and he’s the orbit, “I want you to make love to me. Take me on my wedding night.”

He slides a single finger under the fabric, up the seam, and then a sudden jolt of pleasure makes her buck. She shouldn’t be this wet, she thinks, or maybe she should—maybe it’s ok to be dramatic, to be all need and zero shame.
 

The first touch is almost accidental but it isn’t. Mike’s finger is sure, curious, barely there at the hem, then more. She sighs, involuntary, and he buries his mouth into the crook of her neck as he trails his hand along the edge, slow, slow, before slipping the tip beneath the seam. The pad of his finger finds her, the heat of it nearly electric. She pushes up to meet the pressure.
 

He explores a bit, not clinical, but attentive. He’s not one of those men who just jams in and out—he wants to map the territory, to learn her, and his patience floors her. At first there’s gentle circling, then a push, the lube of her own body making everything slick and frictionless. His breathing changes as she rides up, a kind of hush at the start of each inhale, and he makes a sound—somewhere between a grunt and a hush—that turns her viscous with wanting. She wraps her arms around the back of his neck and lets her knees splay wider; the band of her panties digs hard into her hips but she doesn’t care, not at all, not when the whole world has contracted to the place where his hand is and the future is only this.
 

Then he withdraws, very slightly, and she wants to protest, but he’s just finding a better angle, using his palm to hold her open so a second finger can join the first. She hasn’t been fingered like this since college, and Mike is good at it. Better than Scott ever was, and she hates herself for the comparison, hates herself less for doubling down on it, drawing every pulse and jolt deeper just to savor the hammering of her heart.
 

At last—mercy or escalation, she’s not sure—he slides her panties down, gentle and unhurried, then presses his mouth between her thighs with no more ceremony than a sigh. His tongue’s rough, so much more than she expected, and the sensation is wild: not precise, but not aimless, his stubble dragging sparks up her inner thigh, then the wet heat of his mouth like a brand. She grabs at his shoulders, then at her own hair, unable to hold still, unable to mute the noises she’s making. Nobody’s ever done this to her on a night that mattered. Not like this, not this invested, as if her pleasure is the only job, the prime directive.
 

She loses count of the things he does: his hands, the pressure under her knees, his tongue drawing circles, then letters, then mystery shapes that throw her head back, gasping. She is so close she could fracture. Her body bows up, and Mike locks both arms around her hips, locking her against his jaw, unflinching. The speed of it, the sudden, all-consuming loss of control—she shouts his name, not even meaning to, and there’s no shame in it, not here, not anywhere.

The release is sudden, wrung from her like a sob; she clutches the quilt, buries her face against his arm, and rides out the burst with a string of expletives she didn’t know she still remembered. Mike does not stop, not for a second, does not rush her or try to get himself off, just holds her in place with relentless, simple care. For a moment after, she feels giddy and empty, then flooded with embarrassment, not for the act but for her own noise, the way she must have looked. She risks a glance, and finds him grinning at her, eyes bright with the kind of admiration that blurs into mischief. He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand and comes up to kiss her through the aftermath.
 

His mouth still tastes faintly of Sunkist, but now it’s heavy with her own musk. She can’t remember the last time someone kissed her after, really after, without a trace of disgust or hesitation. It makes her want to cry, but also makes her want to climb on top of him and do something reckless. So she does; the stockings catch on the quilt as she drags herself upright, and she straddles his lap, grinning through the jitter of her own knees.
 

He pulls her close by the hips, greedy at last, and she can feel him hard against her thigh, a clear signal. She rocks against him, deliberate. He doesn’t protest—why would he?—but he manages to hang back, giving her the tempo for a few seconds, lets her control how close, how fast, how deep. Her knees fit over his hips, just barely—he’s taller than Scott, or maybe just wider—and the texture of his thighs under her stockings is a friction she wants without ever having known it. She rolls her hips forward and the tip of his cock bats against her, caught for now in the thin fabric, and for a stuttering second she remembers, oh, right, there’s this whole other person participating, this is not only about her.
 

She wants to see it, wants to see if it’s different. She leans back, bracing her palm against his chest, and with her left hand she strips the burgundy panties all the way off, holding them up for inspection like a trophy, letting them drop onto the crumpled quilt. The touch of air on her skin is shocking, intimate; she feels it everywhere. She bends forward, her breasts brushing Mike’s chest, and reaches into his boxers. He groans—quiet, like he doesn’t want to frighten her or maybe even himself—and she wraps her fingers around him. She’s awkward at first, not sure how to pace it, how to be bold without turning it into a giggle, but he meets her grip with a shallow breath and a roll of his hips, more gratitude than need. Brandi draws him out from the band of his shorts; he’s hard and hot, the veins like a map she suddenly wants to memorize. It isn’t enormous, not like porn, but it is rather big and fits her hand in a way she finds deeply right, and she wonders how it will feel, sliding it between her legs—whether friction, heat, stretching, ecstasy, pain.

She guides Mike out of his boxers, the elastic scraping against her knuckles, and studies the shape of him: untrimmed, the way a man’s supposed to be, heavy and veined, flushed almost purple at the head. She wants to see what it would look like with her mouth around it, what it would taste like. She doesn’t risk a joke about “her first time” or “don’t come too fast,” but she thinks it and almost laughs at herself. She wraps her hand around it and strokes up, just once, a test run. The whole shaft jerks in her hand. Mike breathes out, “Goddamn,” and it’s the first pure need she’s heard from him all night. She kneels over him, knees in his armpits, and leans down. It’s awkward, the way her hair falls in sheets around his face (she didn’t even think to tie it back, always so far down the prep queue), but something about the fall of it, the shagginess, makes her feel wild instead of silly. She kisses the tip, tongue out, barely licking him, and he sucks a breath so sharp she almost stops. But she doesn’t. The taste is not at all like she imagined—less sweat, more salt, somehow. She tries to use her lips and tongue the way she read about in a magazine once, but it’s sloppier in practice, her nose bumping against his stomach, her hair in her face. Still, she keeps at it, her hand wrapped around the base while her mouth works up and down the shaft. She hears him make a sound—part groan, part sigh—and feels a surge of pride that she can make this grown man, this stranger, lose control. His hand threads through her hair, not directing, just connecting, and it’s so intimate she almost stops.
 

She doesn’t. She keeps going until her jaw aches and her lips are numb, until Mike’s breathing turns ragged and his hips start to rise to meet her. Then she pulls back, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. He’s watching her with a look of complete astonishment, like she’s just performed a miracle.
 

“You don’t have to—“ he starts.
 

“I know,” she says, straddling his lap again. “I want to.” She reaches behind her, guiding him to her entrance. “This is still my wedding night,” she reminds him, then sinks down, taking him inside her.
 

The stretch is delicious, a sweet ache that makes her gasp. He’s thicker than Scott, and the fullness sends a shiver up her spine. She leans forward, resting her forehead against his, her hands braced on his shoulders. They stay like that for a moment, connected, breathing the same air. Then she begins to move, slow at first, getting used to the new angle, the new body. His hands come up to cup her breasts, thumbs brushing over her nipples, and the sensation makes her gasp again. She picks up the pace, riding him with increasing confidence, finding the rhythm that makes them both moan. His fingers dig into her hips, not controlling, just holding her steady as she moves.
 

The cab’s interior seems to expand and contract with their breathing. The quilt bunches beneath them, the stockings slide against the bed, and Brandi feels herself approaching the edge again. She watches Mike’s face, sees the concentration there, the desire held barely in check. His hand slides between them, finding the spot that makes her buck and whimper, and the combination of sensations—his cock inside her, his finger circling her clit, the heat of his breath on her neck—pushes her over the edge. She comes with a cry that echoes off the metal walls, her body clenching around him, and he follows her, his face buried against her chest as he spills inside her with a groan that sounds like relief.
 

They collapse together, tangled and sweaty. Mike’s hand strokes her back, tracing the line of her spine. The silence between them is comfortable, intimate. Brandi rests her head on his chest, listening to his heartbeat slow.
 

“That was...” Mike starts, then trails off, clearly not sure what words to use.
 

“Yeah,” Brandi agrees, knowing exactly what he means. She stretches, feeling the pleasant ache between her legs. “Better than I expected my wedding night to be.”
 

He laughs, a warm sound that rumbles under her ear. “Glad I could help.”
 

She wiggles out of the burgundy bra, letting it drop to the floor with her underwear. “You mind if I sleep like this?” she asks, gesturing to her half-naked self.
 

“Not at all,” Mike says, and Brandi likes that he doesn’t make a show of it, doesn’t ogle or make some crude comment. He just pulls the quilt over them both, tucking it around her shoulders with a care that makes her throat tight.
 

She snuggles against him, her leg thrown over his. “So, what happens tomorrow after they unload your truck?” she asks him.

“I have to go to Cleveland and pick up a load and take it to Virginia.” Mike tells her, his arm caressing her shoulder. “What are you going to do?”

Brandi runs her hand through the hairs on his chest, “Me and Scott were going to drive to Tucson, that was going to be our honeymoon.” she tells him. “We found this beautiful house there and had all of our things taken there on a big truck.”

Mike asked her, “You guys are moving there?”

“Yea,” Brandi replies, “Scott has a job he’s starting there in a few weeks.” She gets quiet, her mind wondering what happens now after all that’s happened today.

“I can put a call out on the radio tomorrow, find you a ride that direction.” Mike says.

Brandi raises her head and looks at him, “You can?”

Mike nods at her, “Sure I can. Most truckers are good people and we look out for each other, so if someone needs something we just put it out on the radio and another driver will step up.”

Brandi nods herself, “Okay, can give it a try.” She lays her head back on his chest. For a moment, Brandi imagines this is her life now—just the road, just the next stop, just Mike’s body beside hers—and it doesn’t seem impossible or even bad. Just different. A different kind of promise.


Chapter 4: The Chase

Wedding days are one of the biggest events of anyone's life. Long after it's over, you remember many things about it. The venue and all the guests, the preacher or justice of the peace, the moment you looked in someone's eyes and shared your vows, and of course the kiss that seals it with the cheers from all that attended filling the room. For Scott, those are still fresh and wonderful memories that went on to the reception afterward, that first dance with his new bride and all the toasts and well wishes.

When the crowd had dwindled and he and Brandi said their goodbyes, they got into their rental car ready to embark on their trip to Arizona. Their new house and new life together. After driving for a little while, they stopped at a diner on the side of the road to grab a bite and unwind a little bit before they started clicking off some miles, and that’s when it all went to shit.

She asked him about Annette, a name he knew but never thought he would hear spoken from his wife’s lips. He had to double check himself, to ensure he heard what he thought he heard. He couldn’t believe that she heard about what he’d done from someone in a lady’s room at their wedding reception. Who could have been there that would have even known about it? He tries to deny it at first, but her eyes were locked on his, watching for any sign of deception. She knew. That much was clear. He’d been caught. He tried to explain himself, to tell her that it was a meaningless encounter, just a way to fill the loneliness of the long nights without her. But the words came out wrong, and he could see her anger building with each syllable.
 

When she demanded to see his phone, he refused. The thought of her scrolling through his messages, seeing the details of his betrayal laid out in text, was too much to bear. He’d already hurt her enough without making it worse. But his refusal only confirmed her suspicions, and her eyes flashed with a fury he’d never seen before.
 

She stood up, the chair scraping loudly against the floor. Everyone in the diner turned to look at them, and Scott felt the heat of their stares burning into his skin. He reached for her wrist, but she jerked away from his touch as if he’d burned her.
 

“I’m going outside,” she said, her voice thin and shaky. Not like the confident woman he’d married just hours earlier.
 

He followed her, calling her name, begging her to slow down, to talk to him, to give him a chance to explain. But she kept walking, her shoulders rigid with anger, her blonde hair whipping around her shoulders.
 

When she finally stopped and turned to face him, the hurt in her eyes nearly brought him to his knees. “I don’t want to see you,” she said, her voice cracking. “I don’t want to talk to you , I don’t want to look at you. Just... just go back to the table and let me have some space please.”
 

The words hit him like physical blows. He stood there, one hand still raised, watching as she walked away, the glass door clanged shut behind her, and he was left standing alone in the dining room.
 

He should go after her. That’s what a husband would do—chase after his wife, beg for forgiveness, promise to make things right. But something held him back. The raw pain in her eyes had been too real, too fresh. Maybe she needed space. Maybe they both did.
 

Scott returned to the table, paid their bill, and sat for another twenty minutes, hoping she would come back. When she didn’t, he went outside to the parking lot, expecting to find her waiting by the car. But the rental car was empty, and Brandi was nowhere to be seen.
 

That’s when he realized she had the keys.
 

He called her phone, but it went straight to voicemail. He texted her, asking where she was, if she was okay, promising to explain everything if she would just come back. No response.
 

An hour passed. Then two. The sky darkened, as Scott paced the parking lot, checking his phone every thirty seconds, growing more frantic with each passing minute. He called the rental car company to get replacement keys for the car and that meant another hour of waiting for someone to get there and take care of it. He called her parents, who had no idea where she was either. Her mother sounded worried but also strangely unsurprised, as if she’d been expecting this call.
 

“Brandi has always been impulsive,” her mother said with a sigh. “Even as a child. When she gets hurt, she runs. She’ll come back when she’s ready.”
 

But Scott wasn’t so sure. The look in Brandi’s eyes had been final, as if she’d already made up her mind about him, about their marriage.
 

When the rental company finally arrived with the replacement keys, Scott got in the car and started driving. He had no idea where she might have gone, but he checked every gas station, every motel, every rest stop along the highway. Nothing. At around 9pm, he remembered that he could find her location on his phone, so he opened the Family360 app and was surprised at what it told him, she was close to Syracuse NY. He doesn’t want to believe the app—these things glitch, Brandi’s never been good with location services, and besides, what would she even do in Syracuse? He zooms in and out, squinting at the grainy red dot, then double-checks that her phone’s battery isn’t just doing its usual drop-and-revive on the hour. But no, the time stamps are consistent, and she’s moving west at a steady clip. Not wandering, not lost. Just… gone.

He punches the steering wheel, just once. The pain vibrates up his shoulder, and in a small, childish way it feels honest, like penance. He calls her again. Voicemail, the same as the last ten tries. He considers calling her parents a second time, but the memory of her mother’s voice, resigned but crisp, makes him hesitate. This isn’t how he wanted his first day as a husband to go—begging for updates, reporting his own failures, casting a net as wide as the country. If he leaves now, floorboards it all night, maybe he can catch up. Maybe he can intercept. The urge is stupid, but it’s there. Lose her to the horizon or chase her till the sun comes up. That’s marriage, right? He puts the car in drive and starts west.

Five and a half hours later, he reaches Syracuse. It’s close to 3am and his eyes are having a hard time staying open and alert while he drives. His wife’s red-dot stopped moving in Buffalo sometime after midnight, but that’s another two plus hours away, so he pulls into a truck-stop area and decides he should get a few hours of sleep, then continue after her in the morning.


Chapter 5: The Dilemma

They’re two hours out from Cleveland, somewhere between Nowhere, Ohio and Less Than Nowhere. At first, Earl seems like a fossilized version of every trucker she’s met so far—he’s double her size, wears a straw hat shaped like a cereal bowl, and his shirt has a patch over the pocket that says LOSER in blood-red thread. He’d laughed when she asked about it. “Got it off a buddy,” he’d explained, “figured it fit me better than anything else.”
 

What Brandi really remembers is how careful Mike had been with the intro, like a parent handing off a sick child to a new doctor. “She’s not trouble,” Mike had said into the CB, “just needs a ride west. You treat her right, or I hear about it.” Earl had saluted through the window, grand flourish, and Brandi liked him at first because he didn’t stare at her legs right away.
 

But once they’d merged onto Highway 90, the jokes started. “You know,” Earl had said, his voice like someone sandblasting gravel, “I’ve never seen a hitchhiker with hair as shiny as yours.” After that it was her “homecoming queen smile,” her “tight little suitcase,” and her “legs like walking stick candy.” The last one she didn’t even understand, but she’d smiled anyway and made a show of pivoting her calves in the footwell, like there was an appraising committee in the glove box. She’d learned early that if you played along, the jokes usually curled up and died faster. Women who bristled got an entire new set of jokes; Brandi would rather do her own tax returns than weather that.

Earl is on his way to Indianapolis, and though she is grateful for the ride, she misses Mike. He woke her up this morning just as it was getting light outside of the windows. He had some serious morning wood that was needing some attention, and she was happy to provide it for him. They had sex while workers started showing up for their shifts at the warehouse, doors opening and vehicles moving around them as they finished. Mike threw on his clothes and backed up to the dock door as she was getting dressed behind him, both laughing. After the truck was unloaded, he drove to a truck stop not too far away so they could shower and get something to eat, then he got on the radio and found her another ride west.

She closes her eyelids to the vibrating blur of the world. The cab stinks of something Earl probably ate in the last week, but at least Earl hasn’t tried to touch her. He’s gotten quiet, probably because she yawned and made a pillow from a shirt she got out of her bag. Or maybe he’s measuring her for the next round of jokes, loading up the magazine for after the next rest stop.

Earl clears his throat. She feels him looking at her, but she doesn’t give him the satisfaction of looking back.
 

“What’s in Indy for you?” he asks.
 

She can’t answer “absolutely nothing,” so she makes a sound that could mean anything from “family” to “federal witness protection.” Earl seems satisfied either way. When she finally glances over, she sees that he’s gnawing the tip of his thumb, and for a split second she feels guilty for making him uncomfortable.

Then he says, “You can get comfier if you want, I’ll keep my hands to myself.” When he chuckles, she realizes he meant it as a joke and not a warning, but the undertone feels off. She pulls her shoes off and sets them behind her seat, maybe that will be enough for now. She must doze, because the next thing she knows the truck is clattering over a battered segment of road, and she’s slumped so far sideways in the seatbelt that Earl’s arm is bracing the passenger seat, like he reached out at some point, maybe not to catch her but to stop her from faceplanting into the dash.
 

“You okay there, sleeping beauty?” Earl says, and the laugh this time is softer. Closer to fatherly than leering, which is still a weird comfort but a comfort nonetheless.
 

She sits up, neck shot through with static, and groans. “I didn’t get a lot of sleep last night, was my first time in a truck,” she says, hoping to make it a little joke, but it lands with a dead thunk. She looks out the window at a billboard for an “Adult Superstore,” then at the blurred landscape, all billboard and tree and half-dead grass.
 

Earl pilots the rig with splay-fingered ease, like he’s playing a slot machine that always pays out at mediocre. There’s a band of sunburned flesh between the short sleeves and the patch—LOSER—tight on his chest. The forearms are corded, not quite muscular but twisted thick, like the roots of a tree. He sips from a Big Gulp wedged in the cupholder, eyes never leaving the writhing traffic ahead. Whatever he’s thinking, he keeps coiled in the space between his ears.
 

“You hungry?” he asks when the landscape starts to break into prefab buildings and the green-and-yellow glow of fast-food chains. Brandi is, so he pulls off on the next exit and parks the truck in a parking lot. They grab some burgers and fries from a place close by, then get back on the road. Brandi enjoys her lunch while the landscape goes by, while Earl drives with one hand and eats with the other. They pass Columbus a little after 2pm and Brandi starts getting texts from Scott again.

‘I don’t know who you’re with or where you’re going, but it doesn’t matter. I was an idiot for doing what I did and I’m so sorry. I’ll do anything to make it up to you, just tell me what it is’

Brandi smiles, pleased at the thought that he MIGHT feel regretful about what he did, can never be sure from a text message.

She sighs and types a quick reply: “I’m going to our new home, that’s where all of my things are so just grab a flight and I’ll meet you there. maybe I will cool down enough that we can actually talk about it.’
 

Earl glances over. “Trouble in paradise?” he asks, nodding toward her phone.
 

“Something like that,” Brandi says, tucking her phone away.
 

Earl grunts sympathetically. “Been there. My ex-wife took off with my fishing buddy once. Took all my good lures too.”
 

“At least you got a warning,” Brandi says, surprising herself with the bitterness in her voice.
 

Earl laughs, a genuine sound that warms the cab of the truck. “Fair enough,” he says. “You want to talk about it? Sometimes it helps to tell a stranger.”
 

Brandi shakes her head. “No, thanks. I’ve talked enough about it for one lifetime.”
 

Earl shrugs. “Offer stands. Meanwhile, I’ve got about three hours of stories about how I lost my big toe in a bass tournament. That might take your mind off things.”
 

Despite herself, Brandi laughs. “Maybe later,” she says. Her thoughts go back to her husband, then about Mike. She enjoyed being with Mike more than she should have,  there was just something about having sex with him, letting him have her that she really liked. She could feel his appreciation, how much joy he received from her body, and it was intoxicating. She wanted to feel it again. There was a certain kind of magic power in letting a man have her body, men that weren’t expecting it to happen, men that weren’t her husband.

She pulls her phone back out and re-reads the text from Scott. He said he will do anything and a thought comes to her mind. She closes the text and opens the camera app, then casually points the phone towards Earl snapping a picture of him in the driver’s seat making sure to keep his face out of the picture. She sends it to her husband with no message or explanation.

She waits, staring at the dashboard vent. Earl changes lanes to pass a horse trailer, the rig’s engine burping as he presses the throttle. “Got a mani-pedi scheduled in Indianapolis?” he asks, glancing over, and Brandi fires off a perky “You volunteering?” before she can stop herself. She doesn’t even know where the line between real and performative is today; maybe it doesn’t matter.

A song comes on the radio, tinny, something about hearts on fire and steel horses. Earl slaps along to the beat on the steering wheel, humming at half-tempo. She watches the black hairs on his forearm vibrate in time. “You ever ride a motorcycle?” he asks, and without waiting, continues: “Me and my old lady used to go down to Tennessee every year for the Dragon Run.”
 

“Never,” she says, “but I’ve ridden on the back of a few.” She realizes how it sounds the instant it’s out of her mouth, but Earl just waggles his eyebrows like a cartoon.

“That’s the best way,” he says, “Wind in your face, nothing but loss behind you.”
 

He means something with that. She’s almost sure. But it’s hard to tell if it’s wisdom, or one more line from the Epic of Earl. Maybe it’s both.

Later, as they approach a rest area, he asks if she wants to take a break and she likes the idea. He slows and noses the semi into the long lane of the rest stop, all at once rising up into the parking lot, then sinking in—like a wave hitting the beach, then draining out. “You wanna stretch, or run, or…” Earl leaves it open, like maybe Brandi’s the type that drops into bed with older men.

She laughs at the image. “Bathroom’s good,” she says.
 

When she opens the door, the force of the wind tries to shear it off the hinges. The sky’s gone flat and grey, diffuse sunlight making everything look like an overexposed photo. The rest area is pocked with other trucks, people walking back and forth from cars to vending machines. Brandi rolls her ankles, works her knees, and jogs up the sidewalk. The bathroom is clean, blessedly so, with soap that actually smells like lemon and no weird stains anywhere. She goes quick, washes her hands, and studies her reflection in the metal-framed mirror.
 

She doesn’t look like herself at all and that’s the best part. Her hair’s a little greasy at the roots, and the wild night with Mike left a constellation of faint hickeys dotting her collarbone. She buttons her shirt higher, but they just peek out above the edge, reminders pressed like ink stamps. She likes them more than she should. They’re proof of something. Not sex—she’d had that before, but never with this… hunger. Not that she’d been hungry, specifically, but that she’d fed someone, and now that hunger was in her, too.

Brandi dries her hands, then hesitates, palms pressed to the damp paper towel. She’s feeling a little wild, a little “fuck you, world,” so instead of walking out she turns to the woman in the mirror. “My husband thinks I’m in Vermont,” she says. “I’m going to Tucson, actually. He’s not taking the news well.” She doesn’t know why she says it, just wants to see what her own voice sounds like. The mirror-woman smirks. Brandi winks back, over-exaggerated, then chucks the towel and ducks under a red-eyed hand dryer. Her phone vibrates: new message. She cradles it against her palm while the machine howls.

It’s Scott, again, ‘Are you in a truck and who is that guy? Please tell me you’re safe’

She stares at the screen. The urge to respond, or not respond, flips inside her like a light switch. Brandi thinks about Mike, and how letting him touch her felt like flipping a bird at every expectation lodged in her skin since puberty. She thinks about this: when Mike was eating her out in the sleeper bunk, her mind didn’t jump to the cruelty or the scandal, only to the feeling of fullness, of being the only thing he tasted for a hundred miles in any direction. Is that what she wants? Does she have to want anything more than that?

Outside, the rest area is still a wind tunnel. She jogs back and finds Earl standing with one foot propped on the step, arms folded tight over his chest. He’s staring at the vending machines, face creased up like he’s counting the number of calories in Funyuns. Brandi sidles up, shoves her hands into the front pocket of her jeans. “You want something?” she asks, then remembers—she hasn’t offered a single thing all day, and maybe she should. “You hungry? I’ll get you something,” she says, and for a second Earl just blinks like the question never occurred to him.
 

He glances back to the vending machines. “They got Bugles, you ever eat Bugles? That’s what I lived on during my divorce.” He says it with the flagrant lack of self-pity particular to the truly, irrecoverably divorced. She kind of likes that about him. “Get the nacho ones if they got ’em.”
 

She nods, heads over and surveys the spiral coils, squinting through glass. Just regular Bugles, but she grabs two packs and a root beer, then tacks on a sleeve of Nutter Butters for herself, old time’s sake. Sliding her debit card feels weirdly exhilarating, a little act of grownup-ness. She tosses Earl the bag as she walks back, and he tears into the chips, crunching a cannonade through the otherwise silent cab.
 

They’re back on the road before she thinks to check the messages again. Scott’s tone has reached outer-orbit concern, exclamation points breeding like rabbits. She considers the most dismissive thing she could say, then revises it, then deletes it all. Instead, she pulls her shoes back off, then she looks over at Earl, “Mind if I get a little more comfy?” she asks him.

He looks over and gives her a nod, “Get as comfy as you like darling.”
 

She pulls her shirt off then slides her shorts off, only her bra and panties remaining, then she takes a selfie of herself and sends it to Scott:

‘Don’t worry, I’m doing fine’

and hits send.

“Who’s the lucky person getting that picture?” Earl asks.

Brandi looks over and sees Earl’s eyes on her and her light blue underwear. She points ahead, “Eyes on the road.”

He laughs, quite a bit, the full-body kind, not the snip-snip tenor of men who aren’t sure what’s permitted. “Sorry, sorry, yeah, that’s the rule.”

He shifts in his seat, glances over at her again, and there’s a new charge to it, the up-tilted eyebrow of possibility. She likes the current. She likes the way the wind comes in through the window, hot and full of smell: diesel and dust and something a little bit sweet, maybe the old spilled YooHoo gluing the mats together. The humming from the engine is constant, almost a massage.
 

“You ever done something like this?” Earl asks, voice lower.
 

Brandi doesn’t answer right away. Not because she’s shy, but because she wants to play with the gap between his question and her answer. She pulls her knees up first, one then the next, folding her legs onto the edge of the seat, careful to keep the seatbelt slack but still on, more for the suggestion of safety than any actual use. The air feels different on her skin above the line of her underwear, and she presses her feet together, flexes her toes.
 

“I’ve done a lot things, but not this,” she says, popping the “t” and watching Earl’s hands for a tremor. “But it’s fun, right?” She can’t see the veins, but she imagines them, his pulse, the way his thigh must flex even through the denim. It’s intoxicating to think that this body, this contrary, not-bride self, is something capable of surprising strangers. She likes the spark of mischief on Earl’s face, the way the truck responds to his hands, the hypnotic glide along these endless ribbons. A high, wild energy crackles in her skin—a mix of the air on her bare thigh and the possibility that anything could happen in the next mile.
 

Earl keeps his eyes on the road, but she’s aware of his side-eye, the suppressed grunt of approval when she stretches her arms overhead and the curve of her stomach bridges up, pale and taut. He drums his fingertips on the wheel, a cascade almost disguised as nerves, but she clocks every rhythm in it. After the first minute, the novelty should wear thin, but it doesn’t. Instead the silence fans out, a canvas for whatever the hell she wants to do with it.
 

She picks up a Nutter Butter from the bag at her feet and holds it to her mouth, biting off the tip. Crumbs dust her leg. “You ever get bored out here?” she asks, voice casual, but the timbre of it is different—a little less girl-next-door, a little more the woman who just texted a half-naked selfie to her AWOL husband.
 

Earl shrugs, but the gesture lifts his whole chest, “Not when there’s company as good as this.” There’s a crack in the “old pro” act, a stilted beat where he is clearly waiting for the next cue. She decides to roll with it.
 

She lets her knees splay to the sides, stretching so her toes reach the glovebox, and tilts her chin toward the windshield. “It reminds me of skipping summer school to hang out in a stranger’s pool.” It’s not what she means, not at all, but she smiles at the recoil of shock in Earl’s mouth. She raps her knuckle gently on the edge of the door, leans a touch closer, and says, “You seem like you have stories.” She expects him to take the bait.

He doesn’t disappoint. “I used to drive for a circus,” he offers, deadpan. “Moved tigers one season.” She almost believes him. She has no reason not to.
 

“That sounds like bullshit,” Brandi says, grinning.

Earl laughs, slow and syrupy. “Would you rather it be the truth or not?” He glances over, his eyes trailing down the centerline of her chest, then back to the road. “Hell, you could lie to me too. Tell me you’re a Russian spy or a Hollywood actor. No judgment.”

She likes how there’s almost nothing to this conversation. They chew through chunks of highway with the radio fuzzing quietly, the wordless rhythm of the tires on seams. They don’t talk much, but each time the silence returns, it’s thicker, warmer, more permissive. It’s oddly easy to be this exposed in front of Earl, easier than she would have guessed. Maybe because he doesn’t demand anything, doesn’t try to reach over and grope her, just lets her sit there, all bare knee and stray blonde hair, flicking Nutter Butter crumbs from the crook of her elbow.

Brandi wonders what it would take for her to cross out the rest of the outside world entirely, to just be skin and half-jokes and sugar on her tongue for the rest of the day. There is a wildness here—a contest, or a conspiracy—not of man versus woman, but of two temporary allies against the universe. She wonders what would happen if she just undid her bra, right here, right now, and let herself drift into the hum of the road and the knowing, careful gaze of a man who might genuinely never speak of it again.

“This isn’t making you uncomfortable, is it?” Brandi asks him.

Earl smiles, “Not in a bad way.” he says, his left hand adjusting his pants.

Brandi likes how he says it, as if he’s fondly recalling an old crate of Playboys that never once betrayed his trust. The truck veers slightly with his left-hand shift, and a boulder of anticipation settles in her lap. She tucks her chin into her collar for a second and watches the blur of strip malls, then glances over and lets her gaze linger. Nothing in Earl’s posture says “predator,” not in the way she’s learned to sense it, growing up in a household where men’s moods could fill a house like carbon monoxide. Instead, he’s all patience and slouch, as if whatever might happen is also kind of funny to him.

“How much longer to Indy?” she asks him

Earl thinks for a second, “Should be there before 5.” he says.

A little over two hours from now, Brandi thinks to herself, then asks, “Should I get dressed?”

Earl shakes his head, “You can stay just like you are. Not everyday you have better scenery inside the truck than outside.” He gives her a big smile that she returns as the miles continue to go by.

Earl reaches for the radio knob, turns the volume down so the voices of the world tangle with the engine instead. She hears the click and catch of his nervous habit, thumb-to-forefinger, again and again. He says nothing, but his neck is pink above the collar, the way the men in her dad’s union used to flush when she walked into the kitchen in a tank top. Not predatory, just embarrassed by their own reaction. She’s always preferred that to the kind who play it cool.
 

She realizes she’s hungry again. Not for Nutter Butters, not for anything she can buy at a rest stop. She wants to be touched for more than a story. The urge comes hot and unreasoning, as if the skin she’s been parading is now owed something in return. She shifts her legs, squeezing her knees together just to highlight the movement, and when she shifts again, she’s closer to the armrest—closer to Earl. She doesn’t look at his crotch, deliberately doesn’t, but she can see a hillock forming in the corner of her vision that she pretends to ignore.
 

Another song starts up, a steel-guitar lament about leaving women behind in different states, and Brandi suddenly feels bold. If her mother could see her now, she’d die twice over. She should be mortified, or at least a little ashamed, but the air in the cab is so electric that it’s impossible. She slides her palm onto her thigh, slow, and when she looks over, she catches Earl’s eyes jump from the road to her legs and then as far away from her as possible, like he’s hoping God will strike the whole moment from the record.
 

She brings her knees up again, feet propped on the dashboard, and rolls her hips subtly. Then she drags her hand up the inside of her bare thigh, grazing over the fuzz of body hair, and pauses just at the edge of her panties. Not even pretending to be accidental now. Earl’s entire body is radiating alertness. His knuckles flare white-gray on the wheel. He says nothing, not a word, but his breath rasps like a tape with half the spool run out.
 

So she goes for it. Slowly, playfully, she dips her fingers under the crisp cotton, tugging her underwear to the side and showing Earl the side curve of her hip. She runs her other hand along the top of her thigh, feeling the prickling of stubble there, and lets her fingers drift just under the leg opening. She holds eye contact for a moment, the dual reflection of her own boldness and the shock in Earl’s face bouncing back at her through the glass of the passenger window.
 

The next few minutes are a game of chicken. She traces slow circles down her thigh, gets closer to the soft heat between her legs, and watches Earl’s face for reaction. The veins in his neck stand up, his tongue snakes across his bottom lip. The truck stays steady in the lane—a testament to his automatic pilot or the total focus required to not lose control. She slips her fingers inside her underwear and cups herself, not delicate or shy about it, and lets herself press in, the way she does at night when she’s alone and hating Scott’s snore in the next room. She doesn’t care about the performance anymore. She wants it for herself.
 

With her thumb she finds the spot she’s hunting for and starts to rub. She’s not slow about it; maybe she’s showing off, maybe she wants to see if she can get herself off before Indianapolis. She holds Earl’s gaze on and off, never quite full-on staring, but enough to let him know she knows he’s watching. The truck’s hypnotic vibration rolls up through her feet and into her legs, making the sensation sharper.
 

Earl lets out a sound, just once, a “hehh” that is as close to a whimper as she can tolerate from a grown man. She bites her bottom lip, chews the Nutter Butter into a mash, and thinks, I can do it. She grazes a finger lower, heat pooling, then slides it in under the elastic, an act of casual rebellion. The nerves fire in a way that feels illicit—she’s damp already, slick, and the pleasure whittles down to a single point, right where she wants it.
 

It’s narcotic, the combination of secrecy and performance, the highway roaring past in a haze while she toys herself, eyes half-lidded for Earl and for herself. She doesn’t want to come, not really, not yet. She wants the ache to build, to see how long she can keep him on the hook. The urge doubles back and devours itself. She flicks gently, slow circles, tests what feels best; the vibrations from the cab accentuate the rhythm. When her breath hitches, she lets it, exhaling soft. She chances a glance at Earl, whose hand has strayed from the wheel to his thigh. He’s gripping the denim fiercely, like it’s all that keeps him tethered to the straight line of center lane.
 

She pushes her wrist deeper, and drags out the motion, smiling when Earl swallows visibly. She rubs until her whole body feels distended, luminous, until she’s right at the precipice and can’t remember why she’d ever want to stop.
 

She brings her hand out, discreet, and slides her fingers across her tongue; a flash of salt and then her own sweat, and the aftertaste of engine oil in the air. She tucks her hand under her thigh, pulse hammering against cotton, and closes her eyes again.
 

She can tell, from the snap of inertia across the seat, that Earl’s need to pull over is climbing past threshold. They approach a toll booth, a queue forming, and he instinctively brakes. “You still good?” he says, voice only a little hoarse.
 

She gives him a lazy sideways glance, nothing calculated, and shrugs. “Better than good,” she says, and the words tingle up her arm all the way to her scalp. He pays the toll, fingers clumsy on the window button, and the next few miles pass in a narrowing spiral of uncertainty and hunger. She stays like this, legs still up, until she senses the last straw is in play.
 

Earl turns off at a small town exit, one of those blank nodes screaming “Nowhere” with three vowels in it. He heads for a truck parking lot behind a gas station, gravel ticking under the tires. He doesn’t speak once they’re in—just throws the rig into park, letting the engine idle. She feels the air in the cab differently now: thick, heavy, almost syrupy with anticipation.
 

She looks at him, pinning him there, and for one reckless second wonders if she can get away with kissing him first. Then she laughs at herself, because of course she can. She slides across the seat—lateral, deliberate, a move no seatbelt in the world would prevent—and she’s halfway to the bed before she hears the exhale catch in Earl’s throat.

“See anyone out there?” she asks him and he looks out the window and shakes his head.

“Don’t see anyone.” he tells her.

Brandi sits on the mattress as Earl moves out of the drivers seat, “How long has it been since you’ve had a girl in this bed?” she asks him with a smirk on her face.

Earl stops in his tracks, “About two years.” he tells her, “And she was nowhere near as pretty as you are.”

Brandi blushes at his sweetness, then slides her panties off and lays back on the bed, “I need to thank you for taking me along today.”


Chapter 6: The Breaking Point







Scott gets back in the car and sips on his soda while he checks his messages again. Still nothing new from Brandi since the pic of her sitting in her underwear, so he fires up the ignition and gets back onto I-70. He checked her location on the app again, and she’s just further up the road, close to the Indiana border, but not moving at the moment. Maybe they stopped for gas or something.

Scott flexes his jaw, sips again, and squints at the khaki-light of the passing fields. Every billboard a taunt: “The World’s Largest Candle!”—like that means something, like it’s even possible to give a shit. His hand floats to his phone every twenty seconds, thumb scrolling texts, rereading her last message. He’d never given much thought to his wife texting him underwear selfies, but he can’t stop staring at it. She looks… happy. Or something even more pointed, the kind of happy that borders on cruel. He feels the heat in his gut, and not for the first time this week, wonders whether Brandi knows exactly how surgically she’s gutting him with every choice, right down to her posture, her little half-smirk.

He punches in the cruise control and watches the world unravel through the windshield. Speed limit, speed limit, who cares—it’s not like troopers are watching today. He imagines Brandi, stopped at a Dairy Queen or a gas station restroom; he imagines her buying a tube of lip gloss or a Hostess cupcake. The image hurts, but he holds it up like a sore tooth, testing it over and over.

He messed up. His impatience and arrogance cost him his wedding night with his wife, and if he didn’t fix things, maybe their whole future together. He shakes his head, clears the taste of syrup and Styrofoam out of his mouth, and barrels onwards, two hands on the wheel and a tension like fine mulch gritting his molars. He should never have lied to Brandi about Annette, not even in the soft way, the “don’t worry your pretty head” way that his dad always said women liked. Scott scrolls back through the months, finds the precise moment the affair went from nothing to too much, its shape already ugly but, he’d told himself, manageable. How would she even find out? He had a kind of faith in himself that bordered on laziness. Of course he’d marry Brandi, of course she’d find out, but by then it would be easier to tell the truth, maybe even a private joke at their five-year reunion.

Now the cat was out of the bag without him even knowing it and it all blew up in his face. He told her he would do anything to fix this and he meant it, even if he had to suffer through her riding half-naked in a truck with another man. How far can a woman go in America before her husband’s courage or gas money gives out? Brandi is always unpredictable, that’s what he first fell for, but it’s also what’s blowing his life up like a bale of hay on the side of the goddamn highway.
 

He flips on the radio, tries to lose himself in baseball scores, but nothing lands. Not the world, not the game, not the road. His mind keeps rolling back to the photo—Brandi, knees up, a little blur where the seatbelt carves across her waist. The kind of accidental sharing that’s anything but, he thinks, the way the not-quite-centered focus draws his eyes to the curve above her navel. She’s weaponizing herself. He’s not even mad; there’s a purity in it, a force he respects. He wishes he could build something that clean and devastating, unspool all the desire and guilt in his own body into a line that snared her right back. It’s like she’s haunting him, not even with words, just the DNA of her presence. He touches his wedding ring, spins it once, then again, until the friction of the band grinds sweat into the grooves of his skin. He re-focuses on the road, determined to catch Brandi before he stops for the night.


Chapter 7: The Road Confessions







Brandi moans through another orgasm, the feel of Earl on top of her, his weight pressing into her, only heightening the sensation. The springs of the bunk jab at her spine, but Brandi doesn’t care. Sweat streaks cold between her shoulder blades, soaking the old blue jersey she never meant for anyone to see, but here she is, skin and salt and friction. Earl’s hands—she can’t believe it’s Earl—pin her wrists above her head, soft but insistent, like he’s won a raffle and still needs to check if it’s real. She rides the aftershock of her orgasm into the next, surprised at how the sensation is less like fireworks and more like a long, unstoppable wave. She’s bowed beneath the lift of his torso, his hips slow and relentless, taking her for all she’s worth. The air in the sleeper is muggy with their breath, the sound of engines in the distance swallowed by the thunder in her ears.
 

He comes shuddering, grip tightening around her wrists. There’s a sweetness in his face—she imagines he’s making a mental scrapbook, filing away the way her hair mats to her cheek, the low, throaty noises she can’t keep in check. Brandi isn’t thinking about Scott, or the next ride, or even her own name. She’s not thinking at all, just etched down to the body, to the nerves and bones. Her legs tremble so hard she half expects a hamstring to snap. She laughs, or maybe sobs, she isn’t sure, but Earl gently kisses her cheek, the mustache soft and absurd and perfectly, wildly comforting.
 

They stay like that, tangled, for a minute that could be a year. Earl’s left hand strokes her jaw and the loose damp strands stuck to her temple, sweeping them back with a care bordering on reverence—a paradox, given the still-throbbing echoes of what they’d just done. Brandi lets her hands, limp and spent, fall to either side of her head, elbows splayed. She wants to compare this to something, but nothing from before matches. It’s not the sex, strictly, or even Earl’s startling stamina. It’s the way the afterburn lingers. Like there’s a rawness under the skin that wasn’t there this morning, and she doesn’t want it to fade. Earl huffs a heavy breath on top of her, then collapses, not full weight, just enough that she feels the wet press of his chest through the film of her own sweat. His heart batters against her clavicle, and for a second she wonders if he’s about to confess undying love, or propose, or offer her a co-pilot job on the rig. It would almost be funny if he did. Instead, he just sighs again, hitching himself up so he can look her in the eye, face soft and sleep-flushed. The mustache tickles her nose and she squirms, buries a giggle in his shoulder. She likes how unremarkable this all is. Casual. Two animals in a box, neither owing the other a thing. It’s new and old and perfect.

“You’re a fucking firecracker, you know that?” Earl says, wiping a patch of sweat from her brow with a motion so gentle it bluffs at tenderness. Brandi doesn’t answer, because speech is irrelevant and possibly beyond her at this point. She can taste her own blood—she’s bit her lower lip at some point and hadn’t noticed. Her mouth is bright with the coppery tang of herself and something else, Earl’s aftershave or maybe the ambient rot of truck cab upholstery. She shudders through a post-orgasmic tremor, her skin so live-wired that even the drag of blankets across her thigh feels almost pornographic. Earl rolls off, not gracefully, but with the measured care of someone who knows exactly how much women hate the “dead man flop.”

'“You’re pretty lively yourself Mister.” she tells him with a smile. “So, what time will we be in Indy now?” she asks him while he climbs out of the bed and grabs his clothes. She thinks about the last few hours. She wanted to thank him for the ride, so they pulled over and had sex, which was better than she expected, probably due to the fact that he was new for her and he hadn’t had sex in quite a while. They got back on the road and it wasn’t even an hour later they came to another rest area. Earl gave her a look, naughty smile, questioning eyebrows, and she knew what he was asking without him having to say it, so she said yes and he pulled in and they had sex again.

“Around 7 I guess. A little later than planned but well worth it.” he tells her and she can hear the grin in his voice as he gets them moving again. She stays laying on the mattress and reaches for her phone. There’s a reply from her husband telling her that he loves her, that he wants to make things right. She lets out a sigh and for a brief instant, questions her behavior on this trip, but then quickly reminds herself that it was his actions that set her on this course. She opens the camera app again and snaps a pic of herself, hair a mess, makeup smeared, sheet pulled up just enough to cover her nipples, and sends it to Scott:

‘Sure your still going to want me after this trip?’

She sets her phone back down right as Earl tells her, with a laugh, that there’s another rest area several miles ahead. She laughs herself and tells him, “You need to get to your destination before you get in more trouble.”

He raises a hand and agrees, so she lays her head and relaxes into the bed, the motion of the truck lulling her to sleep.

*********************************************

Brandi wakes up, noticing the truck coming to a stop. Earl powers things down and tells her they made it to Indy.

“I stopped at a truck-stop not far from where I need to be in the morning, figure you can find someone that’s going further west.” he tells her.

She grabs her clothes from beside the bed and dresses with Earl watching and admiring her. she moves up to the passenger seat and looks out at rows of trucks around them, parked behind the store.

“Didn’t have any luck on the radio finding someone?” she asks him.

“I thought this would be better, you can meet some guys, see who you end up with, plus you were asleep and I didn’t want to say something about you that was wrong.” he told her.

She looked back out at the truck, “Am I supposed to just go knocking on doors?”

Earl laughed, “No, go into the cafe beside the store and see if anyone is going west. I’m sure there’s quite a few in there grabbing a bite right now.”

Brandi looked at the store, and sure enough, she saw the cafe attached to one end of it, “You’re coming with me?” she asked him.

Earl opened his door, “Of course, I need something to eat myself.” Then stepped out of the truck. Brandi slipped her shoes on and followed him out and into the cafe. Inside is a wall of smell—burgers, fried chicken nuggets, ancient fryer oil. Brandi blinks hard at the intensity and follows Earl past a counter cutout with a rack of pie slices under glass. The cafe occupies a blister-lit corner of the truck stop, scuffed tile patched with rubber mats, every table heavy with the weight of men who spent their days rolling across America’s skin. In the corner, two men with matching handlebar mustaches argue politics over a pyramid of toast. Closer to the window is a guy in a windbreaker, hunched over a flip phone. The waitress, a woman with reliable hands and wild purple nails, gives Brandi a chin-nod. She and Earl settle at a two-top.

The morning air through the glass is thick with humidity and the threat of thunderheads. Brandi watches the men who might become her ticket west. It’s easy to pick out the lifers—navy coveralls, hands that haven’t known a pen in months. A few walk with the rolling gait of men born in motion, others perch on stools like they never left the road. Brandi senses Earl watching her scan the room, probably thinking the same thing: which of the available pilots here will run her all the way to Tucson, or at least as far as possible.

They both order burger and fries and sit quietly checking the place out. Brandi quickly eliminates a few of the men as possible rides, avoiding any with visible scars or the ones that just look plain mean. After a minute, Earl excuses himself to the bathroom. Brandi’s glad for the moment alone, unsure whether she wants to shrink or fill this whole boxy room. She glances at her phone, the compulsive flick—no new messages. She’s already starting to feel it, the taper of attention after so many miles orbiting a man who never wanted more than a pair of legs and a laugh. Now that the truck is stopped, she feels stripped of utility and a little too visible in this fluorescent cave.
 

She checks her reflection in the napkin holder, finds a ghost of herself, eyes bruised and skin damp. She smooths her hair and surveys the other diners. The mustache-twinned duo in the corner look up at her, synchrony perfect, and she can’t suppress a smile. She’s absurdly overqualified for this audition; it’s not a beauty contest so much as a livestock market where she’s the high-strung show pony.
 

A tall black guy in a puffy black vest and shiny blue ballcap crosses to her table, carrying a tray with four drinks balanced on one arm. She clocks his boots first: steel toes, smudged with something black. He’s young by trucker standards—Mike’s age, maybe younger, strong-jawed and eyebrows like electrocuted caterpillars. The name patch above his breast says “AJ.”
 

He pauses just beside her, pressure of presence but not intrusive, and tips his head in greeting. He sets the drinks on the next table and leans close enough she can smell spearmint gum and a hint of exhaust. “You headed west?” he asks with a sly, nervous charge in the way his dark eyes meet hers. His voice is gentle, but intent; he’s not just asking, he’s scanning her for a story.
 

She nods, drops into the rhythm of the lie without effort. “Tucson, but I’ll take as far west as your going,” she says. The Tucson syllables hang on the air like the start of a dare.
 

AJ’s smile flashes quick, a half-second conveyor belt of teeth, and then he nods as if she’s just confirmed a bet. “I’m running I-44 down to Oklahoma City. You wanna hitch partway, that’s clean. But if you’re for real, I can drop you there before you get sick of my playlist.” He says “hitch” like it’s nothing, like it’s normal for a woman with sticky mascara and truckstop hair to ride the highways on the word of a stranger. Maybe it is. Maybe she’s the one behind.
 

She gives him a slow up-and-down, nothing flirtatious, just inventory. He’s maybe six-five, built like a doorframe, arms corded under sleeves tight from the dryer. Not the kind to get handsy—too self-contained, almost prim. The gum he chews is so violently sweet she can taste it from five feet away.
 

“I’m Brandi,” she says. His name sits on his vest in high contrast, but it feels necessary to say hers out loud. In this world, names are like insurance policies—one more way to prove you exist.
 

“I know,” he says, and she’s caught off guard by his reply. “I met Earl in the hallway; he told me about you.”

She tries to match his chill, squaring herself up and letting her shoulders drop. She doesn’t feel pretty right now, not after the marathon with Earl, not with her hair a greasy mess and her lips raw, but AJ’s eyes don’t linger; they scan, decide, move on. She has the urge to show off, to telegraph that she’s not just some charity case, but her brain can’t find the move.
 

“What’s the story?” AJ asks, voice pitched for her alone. “Got in a scrape or just collecting road miles?”
 

Brandi likes that he asks directly, doesn’t even fake a smile. She shrugs, the old story coming alive in her mouth. “Wedding disaster. On the run from Vermont, newly single, trying to get to a house in Tucson where my husband is… supposed to be waiting for me, I guess.” She lets the words hang there for effect, sees how it lands.

AJ grins, not with joy but recognition. “My mom walked out on her wedding in San Diego. Said the world’s too interesting to stay in one town,” he says. “She ended up in Sitka, Alaska for fifteen years before she even called him again.”
 

“Jesus,” Brandi says, half-laughing, not sure she wants to picture the kind of mother who would leap coasts and erase her past like a dry-erase calendar. But the line is weirdly flattering, and she likes that AJ makes her story sound both typical and spectacular.
 

She squints at his face, looking for signs of story inflation—liars always purse their lips or tighten the chin. But if he’s making it up, he’s a savant. She almost wants to ask for the next chapter, but the waitress materializes and plants burgers down with a sizzle of hot meat and salt. Brandi’s stomach wakes up, a tight coil of need breaking loose beneath her ribs.

AJ picks up his drinks, “Well, I’m staying in room 115 at the hotel across the street. Meet me at 7 in the morning and you can go with me to pick up my load and we can get going.” Brandi nods and thanks him just as Earl returns to the table.

“You found your next ride already?” Earl says, sliding onto the vinyl across from her, eyebrows jacking into the idiot range. He picks up his burger and bites, grease streaking the LOSER patch with a new badge of survival.
 

“Looks like it,” Brandi says, and attempts a smile, but the reality of her next step brings on a cold sweat at the back of her scalp. She finishes her burger with slow, deliberate bites, stomach jellied out with salt and fat. Her tongue chases flecks of char off her molars while she watches Earl soak up the last of his fries with a crescent of bun. She expects him to make a crack about “trading up,” but he just wipes his face and leaves the napkin on his plate, a flag planted for the next server.

“You should get a room at the motel, get you some good sleep. I need to go and pick up my next delivery and head to Lexington.” Earl tells her. He doesn’t try to hold her there, doesn’t even really see her after he pushes off from the table. For a moment, Brandi feels exposed and incidental, as if she’s already a ghost in Earl’s day, and the only thing holding her in place is the weird static of anticipation—where will she sleep tonight, what to wear, who to be for the next man down the line.
 

She thanks the waitress, chin-dipped, and heads for the doors. The cafe’s neon buzz follows her into the parking lot, where the humidity hits like a fist—you could wring a quart of water from the air with your own hands. The motel is less than a fifty-yard walk, past rows of idling freightliners, each rumbling the ground in a different key. The parking lot is a valley of light, every floodlamp yellowing the world to ochre and bruise. She crosses at the corner, suitcase rolling behind her, feeling the pulse of every gaze—drivers killing time, smoking on curbs, engine techs in high-vis vests swapping Monster cans. None of them look at her directly, but she feels every glance build up an inventory; new girl on the lot, hair not quite fit for public viewing, clothes a paint-by-numbers job on skin. Her thighs feel damp where the denim binds, her scalp itches with sweat, and a stickiness under her bra tells her that yes, she really did use up every drop of herself today.
 

Inside the motel, the air conditioner is set to North Pole. The woman at the front desk, blinking at some silent TV, raises her eyebrows and asks Brandi for her last name, twice. “Prescott,” Brandi mumbles, but it feels like someone else’s word. She presses the edge of the counter with her nail. The woman’s expression is neither polite nor rude, just the deadpan of someone who’s seen it all: newlyweds, runaways, criminals, and the legions of blue-collar ghosts in between.
 

Room key in hand, Brandi drags her suitcase down a birch-laminate hallway. The carpet is an industrial maroon, the color of dried blood and ramen seasoning. Her shoes squelch with every step. There’s a flicker of movement in the glass of a vending alcove—a flash of herself, shirt skewed, mascara in orbit, sweaty enough to light up under thumbprint powder. She ducks her head and finds her room, jams the keycard three times before the green light mercifully clicks. The door shudders as she opens it, as if the room was holding its breath until she arrived.
 

Inside it’s exactly what she expects—king-size, battered dresser, a TV with the back of its case ripped off so the HDMI port dangles like a tooth. The air smells of bleach and cigarette ash. Brandi stands in the center for a minute, arms dangling, willing herself not to drop from exhaustion on the spot. The comforter is checkered with orange and pine green diamonds, almost clownish, but she peels it back to check for bedbugs before she even lets her suitcase topple onto the edge of the platform. Habit. Survival.

She flicks on the TV; the only feed that comes through is an infomercial for fake jewelry, every ten seconds repeating “a diamond for every story.” It’s so dumb she wants to hurl the remote, but instead she just laughs, mouth open, shaking her head.
 

She checks her phone again, the blue glow painting her hands. Two new messages from Scott:
 

‘You’re amazing, I’m so sorry, I want you forever, just please come back to me’
 

‘call me when you can’t sleep, i’ll be waiting’

She sets the phone on the bed and lets out a sigh, unsure what to say to him. She decides to take a shower while she thinks about it, clean herself and clear her mind. The hot spray in the shower is an exorcism, scalding out the grime and salt. She wants to scrub herself to pink, erase the evidence, but the hickeys on her chest and thighs remain, stubbornly bright. She stares at the little constellation and then, because it feels mischievous, rubs at one with her thumb. Nothing but an angry color, a reminder.

She wraps herself in an old towel, stiff with bleach. Settles onto the bed, legs crossed, and checks her phone again. The triple vibration of need in the palm of her hand almost makes her fingertips vibrate. All she wants is to melt into the mattress, let the hum of the A/C drown out the memory of Earl’s hands pinning her, the ache he left behind. But there’s the phone, a small black hole drawing her in. She opens the text for Scott and starts typing.


Chapter 8: The Growing Understanding










Scott sits in the car staring at the King’s Hotel in front of him. The red dot on his phone app brought him to the truck stop across the street, and as he sat there trying to figure out what to do, she walked out of the cafe with her suitcase and across the street to the hotel. He watched her walk into the office, then saw her open her room and go in. He pulled the car across the street and parked in the hotel lot, sitting and waiting to see if anyone else went into her room or knocked on the door. After the last few days, and messages that she sent him, he wasn’t sure who could be with her, or what she was doing. After several minutes, he received a text from her:

‘I hope your serious about wanting me no matter what, cause i’ve been a pretty bad wife the last few days and enjoyed it’

Scott sets the phone in his lap and sighs, thoughts of his wife being “bad” with other men flashing into his brain. He breathes out, slow and cold, and looks at the place like it might bite him. He should go to her room like a hero in a bad romcom and shake her by the shoulders until she remembers who she married. But he does nothing, just watches the cream-painted corridors flash yellow, pink, yellow in the shifting neon from the sign. The world outside the windshield is humid and reptilian, all fog and sodium lamps, but Brandi’s room is clearly visible from here: third on the top row, curtain already drawn.
 

Scott sets the phone in the console, drags a hand down his face, and stares at the message. It burns in his retinas: i’ve been a pretty bad wife. No punctuation, no smiley, no self-pity. Just the bare-knuckle version. He wonders what “bad” means to her, where it starts and ends, how many men it contains.
 

He tries to imagine the last forty-eight hours from her side—a world without him in it. Does she move differently? Does she eat slower, or talk about totally different things? Is she scared, or is this the best she’s been in years? He wonders, again, what it would take to get her back, if the patch-job groveling he’s been doing over text would mean a damn, or if this is all just a managed descent, a slow spiral instead of a fire sale. He wonders what happens if he just sits here all night but knows he can’t.

He opens the door and walks towards her room, eyes scanning around him as he goes. He reaches her door and stands listening but unable to make out any sounds, other than the road behind him, so he knocks. For a few seconds there’s no reaction and right as he’s about to knock again, he hears her voice, “Who’s there?”

Scott moves his face right to the surface of the door, “It’s me, Scott.”

“Scott?” she replies through the door, and he notices the curtain move on the window to his right and her face looking out at him in total surprise. He gives her a simple wave, and the curtain closes and the door opens. She still has a look of disbelief on her face as she stands in the door wearing only a towel. He can see marks all around her collarbone, hickey marks, but he says nothing about them.

“What are you doing here?” she finally says, “I thought you’d be in Arizona by now.”

“We were supposed to go together,” he replies, “And I get why we’re not, that’s totally my fault, but I’m still worried about you and want you to forgive me.” He stands there in fear that she’s going to close the door on him any minute. He realizes he’s holding his body at a weird angle, shoulders up, like he’s bracing for a punch. Brandi’s face does not soften. Her jaw’s rigid, and the towel is twisted at the center in a way that seems intentional—she’s not inviting, not even close, but she hasn’t shut him out. She steps back, opens the door just enough for him to squeeze in if he dares. He does. The room smells like a cross between motel detergent and her shampoo, the old college kind, coconut and something sharper underneath. He’s not sure whether he wants to hold her or weep at her feet.
 

Brandi perches on the bed, arms knotted across her chest tight as a straitjacket. She doesn’t say anything. He stays by the door, lamplight turning the sweat on his temples into beads.
 

He tries to find a safe landing. “I just wanted to see you,” he says, and the words float there, useless.
 

Her chin dips. Not disbelief, just the old Brandi move: make him fill the silence. He’s always hated it, but always obeyed.
 

“I know I fucked up,” Scott says. No flair, just the flat, honest wording she used to beg for in every argument. “You don’t have to let it go or forgive me. I just—” He stops, the apology running off into the fuzz at the base of his skull. The towel shifts against Brandi’s lap in a way that draws his eye, and he clocks the angry red marks on her chest, the constellation of bruises. His stomach lifts as if he’s on a boat, a seasick lurch that leaves him fighting for air. He tries to keep his eyes on her face, but the pattern of hickeys—some old, some new, one with a bite purpled into its edge— loops his attention back around her neck, over her collarbone, and down to where the towel line marks out new territory. He knows her skin, topography memorized from years together, and can tell where unfamiliar hands have left their claim.

“Has anyone hurt you?” he asks her, “All those marks on you.”
 

The question makes Brandi’s knees pinch together and her arms clamp up higher, almost to her mouth. She tucks a wisp of hair behind her ear but her eyes never leave his. “You drove all this way to see how much of a mess I made of myself?” The voice is harsh but flat, and Scott has to step closer, one foot after the other, like a busted toy soldier.
 

“No.” He looks at the light from outside, at the curl of glow sneaking under the curtain. “I drove because you weren’t picking up, and the last thing you texted was basically a bomb.” He wants to sit but there are no chairs, just the bed or the swampy multicolored carpet. He hovers instead, hands jammed in his pockets so deep the metal of his keys bites his fingertips. There’s a noise inside him—old panic, or maybe some protective urge gone feral.
 

Brandi stares at him, eyes blurry at the corners, but she’s not crying.  “Nobody hurt me.” she tells him with a look of confident defiance, “They were both very good to me actually.”  

Scott tries to picture them—whoever they are. He remembers the trucker from the selfie (her in just her underwear, the seatbelt a caress, the blue blur of a man at the edge of frame), and imagines his hands on Brandi’s hips, his mouth moving down her neck. The image is bright and jagged. He wonders about the second man, if it was him who left the darker bite, the one under her collarbone shaped like a question mark. He hates himself for the thought, hates that it burns in a way he can’t name. He wants to reach out and touch her—just her hand, nothing more—but the set of her jaw tells him not to. Instead, he sits on the edge of the dresser. It creaks under his weight, nearly slides back against the wall.

“So, is this…” He stops. He doesn’t know what he’s asking. Is this your revenge? Are we even now? Will you come home? Are you coming back to me? Her pupils narrow to slits, squinting at the next question before it even forms.

“What do you want to know?” she says, voice gone so faint he barely hears anything past the hum of the wall A/C. “You want the details?” A smile ghosts at the corner of her mouth, vanished in an instant, and he sees something flash in her eyes. Not shame. Not apology. Something icy, almost childish—the satisfaction in the middle distance. She can’t stop herself. She’s on the edge of laughter, or maybe a kind of deranged happiness, and looking at Scott is like looking through a warped mirror. All the years of negotiation, the coiled little games they played, the promises and the bargains—they’re all on fire. The room shakes with the cheap hum of the AC and the trace reek of fried food from the King’s lobby, and Brandi feels a giddy swim in her chest, a heat that cracks her open.
 

“Why don’t you ask what you want to ask,” she says. Her voice is half herself and half the woman from the truck, the one with her feet up on the dash. She sees Scott’s mouth compress as if he’s holding back bile, or maybe some useless apology. His knees are wide, like they could anchor him to the floor, and his right foot is jittering a private Morse code into the carpet.
 

He looks at her like a man at the edge of a cliff. She can taste the word he can’t say. There’s a stutter in his exhale and she watches his fingers braid together, squeezing tight enough to bleach the knuckles. She wants him to spit it out, wants it to hurt, maybe wants him to beg. Instead, he just says, “Are you coming home or not?”
 

The answer is both easy and impossible. Brandi stands, towel twisting with the motion, the edge of it unfurling to threaten him with more skin. She keeps it tight, not out of self-consciousness but because she wants the power, the throttle of exactly how much to give. “I am going home,” she says. She’s never meant anything more in her life. “I can’t instantly forgive and forget what you did, but I don’t know if I want to burn it down either. Is that what you’re afraid of?”

Scott sits on the dresser as if it’s the only thing keeping him upright, arms folded so tightly he can barely breathe. His mouth twitches, probably reaching for a joke, but there’s only static. “You don’t want to burn it down,” he echoes, and the words break something in him, just on the left edge of his voice. “Do we have a chance?”

The worst part is how much she wants to say yes—how easy it would be, how natural, how familiar. To fold herself back into the warmth of him, take the comfort, let the world go slightly off-angle together until it’s bearable again. She looks at him, the jawline she once traced with a pinky, the Adam’s apple in hard silhouette against the lamplight. She can taste his breath from here, that sourness of travel and skipped meals, and for a heartbeat her chest aches with the old need for him, not just the man but the love that stitched them together. “I think we have a great chance,” she says. “If you can accept how I am on this trip.” It drops like a coin in a well, the after-shock wobbling out into the room.

Scott nods, once, eyes fixed on the ceiling like he’s measuring the square footage of their failure. “I can.” The old Brandi would press, would demand an oath or some sentimental flourish, but the towel version, the one in this moment, just stands there, letting herself be looked at. Not a negotiation, just a fact: this is what’s left of her and he can take it or go. Beneath the white terry, her body still tingles with last night’s history, the hickeys and teeth marks throbbing in time with her pulse. She drops the towel and steps past him, grabs her overnight bag off the battered dresser, and starts rooting for clean underwear. The movement is awkward—there’s no privacy in it, no matter how she angles her body—but Scott just watches the TV, which isn’t even on. He’s letting her have the space, which is its own kind of apology.
 

She dresses as if he’s not there, or as if he is but doesn’t matter. Her shirt sticks to damp skin, the cotton clinging in a way that manages to be unflattering and absolutely honest. When she pulls on her pajama shorts, she feels the sharp sting where a bite mark on her hip presses against the elastic.

She turns to her husband, “I have to be up early to catch my ride to Oklahoma City in the morning, so if you can behave, you can stay here with me tonight.” She’s not waiting for confirmation or permission. She’s already on her way to the sink, toothbrush in hand, the bristles wrenched loose like grass in a drought. The water runs too hot and she hisses, shaking her hand over the drain, then scrubs her mouth with a violence that would’ve been comic if not for the way it makes the sinews stand out on her forearm. Scott stays nailed to the dresser, watching her in the mirror, unsure if the moment is meant for him. Her reflection avoids his, and he can see the ghost map of her new bruises from behind, bruises in the shape of non-Scott histories, running parallel to her spine.
 

She rinses and spits, the water line running pink for half a second. “You can sleep on the floor,” Brandi mutters through the towel, then wipes the inside of her mouth again. “I’ll take the bed.” Her voice is so matter-of-fact it severs the question before he thinks to ask it: Why? Why the floor? Why so far away after all this? He doesn’t ask. He doesn’t dare.

He walks out of the room and grabs his own bathroom bag, then readies himself for bed. He brushes his teeth in the bathroom, listening to the white noise of the air conditioning and the muted highway outside the window. He runs the tap too long, watching the steam curl up and vanish, then pads back into the bedroom, careful with his steps on the loud, ancient carpet.
 

Brandi is already under the covers, on her side facing the wall, back to him, perfectly still. The hickeys are not visible from this angle but he can conjure them instantly, a precise mental inventory. He unfolds the extra blanket she’s left out for him, stretches it across the floor at the base of her bed. There’s a kind of pathetic comfort in arranging the thin foam pillow, in lining up his shoes by the boxy little fridge. The routine of it: the same care he used sharing bunks during high school science trips, or the last time he crashed at his dad’s after a too-late drive back from Boston. It grounds him just enough to stave off the spiral.

He flops onto his side, fully clothed but barefoot, arms crossed tight against his ribs. The carpet is rough, biting, and already cold. He stares up at the ceiling, tracing each dim swirl in the stucco. The ticking of the clock radio is louder than he expects. It takes forever to cool down enough to relax; in the bed, Brandi doesn’t make a sound, not even the whisper of sheets, but the air is so taut with her presence that he imagines the molecules themselves are curved around her shape. Everything that needs to be said has been said, but the restlessness still patters under his skin, refusing him peace. His mind goes to the images she sent to him, the one of her naked under thin sheets. He knows there was a man under those sheets with her, enjoying her, taking what was his, leaving his marks on her. Images of her taken by another man cloud his mind and his cock grows stiff under the covers.

He wakes at half-past seven, eyelids sandpapered shut, muscles bricked and aching. The walls are the exact blue of early migraine. He lies there for a minute, shoulder throbbing from the angle, and listens: nothing. No water running, no motion, no whispering through the thin drywall. He sits up expecting her to still be sleeping, but the other bed is a mess of sheets, Brandi gone.


Chapter 9: Flat Road West







Brandi stares out of the passenger window, the views and scenery all running together after a few hours on the road., They are an hour out of St. Louis, AJ spending most all of the trip so far talking on the phone to his dispatcher, and then his wife, neither of them pleasant conversations. AJ is upright at the wheel, a slab of muscle under black hoodie and denim, the impression of immense quiet energy that might twist into motion at any second. His call with dispatch was a full-volume bloodletting—more f-bombs than verbs, plus a threat to “drive this shit into Arkansas and start a new life.” After, he switched instantly to a measured, polite talk with his wife, words crisp and low. Brandi studies how men can be both things and neither at once, how even a sweet-seeming voice can climb into her bones and make her want to run.

After his calls are done, she gives him a few minutes to silently stew and huff to himself, then comments, “You’re the first guy I’ve met on the road that’s married.”

AJ shakes his head, “Twelve years, but it’s been a challenge lately. Wife is always up in my ass about something.” He lets out another frustrated sigh.

“She doesn’t like you being away from home a lot?” Brandi asks him.

“I’m supposed to just be driving local,” AJ says, “Then about eight months ago they needed someone to pick up a load of lumber from Oklahoma City. Pay for my room and everything, but then they asked again the next week, then the week after that. Now I’ve been doing it for eight months in this old ass truck and my wife is all ‘you need to ask for a raise’ or ‘you need to tell them you have a family that needs you at home’.”

Brandi can’t help but laugh at him impersonating a woman’s voice, which causes AJ to laugh himself.

“Shit ain’t funny.” he tells her, “She’s serious as hell about that.”

She decides she doesn’t mind the way his moods bifurcate—like maybe he’s a two-lane highway himself, always a sudden onramp to somewhere new. She watches the horizon for a long minute, lightless brown May fields. The flatness of I-44 has its own flavor; mile after mile, nothing but signage and the sudden leap of billboards: JESUS SAVES, THE WORLD’S BEST BBQ, CALVARY MINIGOLF. As they pass the third microbrewery ad in an hour, she wonders how many thousands of men and women are spending today driving to something just as pointless and necessary as her own pilgrimage. She wants to ask AJ about his wife, about what she used to be like when they first met, but something tells her to hold the line for now.

AJ is the one that interrupts the silence, “So, you just got married?” he asks her.

“Yea.” she says and spends time telling him all about her wedding, then the aftermath that brought her to this point. She keeps it clinical, mostly—the queenless logic in who she trusted, the instant chemical burn of betrayal, the night in a truck sleeper counting time by the taste of Sunkist on someone else’s tongue. She even tells him about the hickeys, the embarrassment of them, the way she liked them more than she should have. She expects him to tune it out or make a crack, but his jaw just stitches tighter with each piece of the story. Other men would have crowed about it, or pressed for the horniest detail, but AJ takes it with the same subdued resignation that he’s reserved for all the weather and traffic so far, like everything simply passes through without leaving a mark.

She finally asks him, “What about you? You ever cheat on your wife?”
 

He scratches the back of his neck, voice a shade lower: “Not in the body. Maybe in the head.”

She likes that answer. Likes the idea that infidelity isn’t always flesh and friction, most times it’s hunger barely pressed into the shape of a thought. She wonders how many drivers out here have never once let their mind wander into someone else’s skin, never once carved out a little secret cave for want.

“I ain’t ever had a chance with a girl as hot as you are though. Some girls might be worth the risk.” he tells her and she smiles at him.

She leans into the compliment, enjoys the harmlessness of it—there’s no leer, no slow roll of tongue over lips, just the straightforward engine of desire rumbling under the surface. She wonders what it would be like with AJ, whether he’d break his own rules or keep the space between them thick with possibility, but not one she could step across. She’s tempted to test it, to see if she can draw it out of him, but for now she lets the silence run.
 

They stop for gas in Cuba, Missouri, at a Phillips 66 so new the rubber of the hoses still stinks like raw tire. AJ parks the rig tight to the diesel island, gets out, and starts fueling, his movements brisk and economical. Brandi stays in the cab, watching him through the rain-bleared side mirror, the way he shrugs his hoodie up before the drizzle slicks over his hairline. He’s got a beautiful, squared-off skull and a kind of easy grace when he moves, the sort of thing that makes her feel less like a waif and more like a bird on a wire, always at risk of flinging herself into the next updraft.
 

The truck stop is crawling with activity, a small slice of night world under a sky scraped white by sodium light. There’s a woman in tight blue pants corralling three shrill children through the doors, a man in basketball shorts buying a lottery ticket at the counter, a teenage cashier so apathetic he looks taxidermized.

She sees another man come up to AJ and greet him with a handshake and a pat on the shoulder. They start talking animatedly while Brandi keeps an eye on them. She clocks the other guy as a trucker—sweatpants and a black “Volvos Rule” quarter-zip, fat gold tooth cropping up when he laughs. He’s slightly taller than AJ and not bad looking at all. After they talk a while, they start walking around the front of the cab to the passenger side. They are both looking up at her through the windshield as they walk around, smiling. AJ opens the door and introduces her to Martin.

“Me and Martin go back a ways, he does more long-haul trucking than me.” Aj tells her.

Martin openly admires her, his eyes roaming up her legs, then smiling big as he looks her in the eyes, “Damn you weren’t shittin’ AJ, this girl is fine as hell.” he laughs, “Whatcha doin’ with this roadkill?” he asks her as he points a thumb at AJ. Brandi feels her lips peel into a grin, the kind she wore for senior pictures, tongue pressed up against her molars to keep from laughing. There’s always a show when two men meet in a parking lot, always the ritual of ranking and teasing, but the way Martin plays his part is newer to her. There’s no edge in it, just a breeze. He’s not even trying to flirt, not like other men would have, with his careful compliments all lined up like dominoes.
 

She darts her eyes to AJ, wanting to see how he’ll take it—whether he’ll rib Martin back, defend her “honor,” or just let it ride. He only shakes his head, half-smile, the faintest motion at the side of his lip. “Girl’s got more spine than your last three girlfriends combined,” he says, and Brandi almost snorts at the way he says girl, like it’s a code word for trouble. She rides the little spike of pride, feels it curl warm behind her ribs.
 

Martin leans in closer to the open cab door, so she can see the sharp outline of his cheekbone and the scatter of beard along his jaw. “You with him,” he asks, point blank, “Or just riding shotgun for now?” He doesn’t say it in a way that needs clarifying. He asks like he’s setting up a play, maybe for himself, maybe for her.
 

Brandi shrugs. “I’m just trying to get west, see what I see. As long as there’s a ride and nobody’s a psycho, I’ll take the lift.” She says it with the carelessness of a kid picking teams at recess, not thinking about the next round.

Martin barks out a chuckle, slaps the doorframe with a ringless hand. “I like your style. If you need a nicer ride or a less ugly driver, I’m leaving in twenty minutes. Black Volvo, south side of the pumps.”

AJ protests, “Hey, you trying to steal my cargo?”

AJ just grins, wide and sharky, and slams the gas nozzle back into the pump a little too hard. “I just think I can give her a better ride than you can,” he says. Brandi watches this, the choreography of belonging, the brazenness of his comment.

AJ snorts, “Man she been enjoying my ride just fine, aint’cha girl?”

Brandi stops herself from laughing and looks at Martin, “It’s been a good ride.”

Martin scoffs unbelieving, “That’s bullshit, he can’t give you a ride like I can, his wife would kill his sorry ass.”

Brandi can’t help it—she loves how Martin’s voice, big and loose, flattens the world down to just impulse and appetite. She glances at both men, expecting AJ to bristle or snap back, but he just squints at Martin like he’s watching a puppy try to leap a fence. There’s a history between them, you can smell the layer of jokes and debts and secrets baked in. She decides she likes it, the easy heat of their rivalry, the way it softens the claw grip on her chest.
 

She shimmies out of the cab and stands a little closer than she’d normally, just to see if Martin will flinch or fold. He smells like expensive barbershop and truck leather, not the bottomless pit of engine grease and wet sock that haunted most places she’s been in lately. He grins at her, teeth surprisingly straight, then goes in for the handshake, palm huge and dry, wrapping over hers. His thumb stays pressed a beat too long, daring her to yank away. She stares at the contact, lets the dare ride on for a bit.

Her phone buzzes in her pocket again and at first she ignores it like she has so many times while Martin still holds her hand, but something compels her to check it, so she reaches in her pocket with her free hand and fishes it out, then reads a text from her husband:

‘be careful    don’t know if you can trust those guys’

She looks around the parking lot and finds her husband sitting in the car on the other end of the store. She stays still for a few seconds, noticing how her pulse seems to slow, then speed, as she watches Scott reflected in the windshield of the rental. He’s hunched over the steering wheel, jaw slightly forward, hair spiked up like prairie grass in a crosswind. She doesn’t wave. AJ and Martin are mid-argument about NFL teams—Martin claims the Chiefs aren’t even real football, and Brandi snorts before she can help it.
 

“You all right?” Martin says, leaning in like he’s worried she’ll faint, or run.
 

“I’m great,” she answers, her thumb sliding over the back side of her phone. “You ever get the feeling someone’s watching you?” She means it as a joke, but Martin clocks the direction of her gaze, follows it to the rental car, and lets out a huff.
 

“S’that your husband in the car?” he asks, and before the panic can even form in her, Martin winks. “You want him to see you out here with two truckers?” His teeth are shocking in the yellow parking lot light.
 

She does, actually. She wants him to see exactly what he’s lost control of. “I want to see your truck,” she tells Martin, “A black Volvo, right?”

Martin nods at her while he points towards the store, “Yea, it’s behind the store, love to give you a tour.”

She quickly turns to AJ, “I have time?” she asks him, and he tells her he’ll be another ten minutes filling up. She opens her phone again and types a reply to Scott:

‘At least neither of these men have betrayed me’

Martin leads the way, and Brandi follows a few steps behind, footsteps swallow-echoed in the slick dark. Each pump island glows like a stage, and she’s suddenly aware of the shape her body makes in this light, the way her denim clings, the cut of her faded t-shirt against her breasts. She catches herself smoothing her hair, a purely animal preen, then decides to add a little sway to her hips just to see if he watches. He does, and the knowledge is a sweet ache up the back of her throat.
 

Martin’s truck is exactly as he promised—black, gleaming, not just washed but buffed to an almost mirror polish. The cab’s steps are chrome, no dings, no sticky residue caked to the side. She expects a disheveled cab, but inside it’s a wall of tidy: a plaid blanket folded on the jump seat, a leather duffel bag tucked behind, bottles of Fiji water in each cup holder. The air is cool, not arctic like the hotel A/C, but just enough to raise bumps on her arms. She shivers and hopes he sees it.
 

Martin does a little bow at the open door, palms spread. “Miss,” he says, but there’s no smarm, just pure, stupid fun in the way he grins. He helps her up, the touch of his hand at her wrist heavy and hot. She plants herself in the passenger seat, crosses her legs high, and looks around, counting the ways this feels different than any truck she’s been in before.
 

He climbs up beside her, cab creaking under his weight. The leather of the seats squeaks beneath him, a rich scent—cologned, but not cheap—spilling through the cab. For a moment she almost forgets the rain outside, the eggshell press of sodium light through the windshield. Everything in here is shadow and flicker and the low, taut pulse of something imminent.
 

She scans the dash for a story. He’s lined it with memorabilia: a foam dice, a photo strip with three gorgeous women—sisters maybe, or girlfriends, but with his arm slung over their necks in a way that says they’re his, at least for the camera. There’s a keychain hung from a dash knob, laminated “JESUS IS MY CO-PILOT” but the font is so blocky it’s almost a joke. She wonders if he prays before he drives, or if it’s just a relic from some old ride-along. Martin watches her, the not-unpleasant buzz of attention needling up her side. There’s a pleasure in it, being inspected but not yet touched, like the pause before a tattoo gun punches skin.
 

“You really want the tour?” He leans in closer, voice a lazy croon. “Or you just want to see how the other half lives?”
 

She shrugs, fighting the smile that wants to split her face. “You said it was nicer than AJ’s,” she deflects. His knee is close to hers—she can sense it, even before it grazes her shin.
 

“Everything is,” Martin says, and for a moment he’s deadly serious.
 

She lets her eyes roam the inside of the cab—from the console to the dashboard to the way the footwell smells faintly of oranges and something else, ozone or maybe the beginnings of rubber fire. She lets herself breathe in through her nose, lets herself remember how it felt to test the air for clues. When she speaks, her voice is unsteady but she leans into it, “You ever get anyone up here just for the view?”
 

Martin rolls his neck—his shoulders fill the space even though he is slouched low, like he’s practiced making himself small, maybe for the comfort of others, maybe so nobody can pin down how big his appetite really is. “I sure like the view of you in my truck right now,” he says, and in the edgeless quiet between them, Brandi imagines him stronger than he looks, a little dangerous if cut loose from the rails of duty.

He motions to the space behind them, his soft looking bed, the fridge and microwave built into the shelving on either side, the air and entertainment controls built into the wall beside the bed, “What do you think?” he asks her.

She lets herself spin slow, taking in the cab. The “nicer” is real—not just cleaner, but bespoke, the scent of air freshener like cut tangerine and heat. She expects a function-over-form vibe, but Martin keeps it tight and orderly, everything staged and deliberate. Even the little fridge is flush to the wall, and the sheets tucked on the bed are genuinely white, the kind of hotel-white she never thought could exist in a truck. It’s a kind of confidence bordering on a dare.
 

She keeps her voice cool but lets the interest thrum in it: “You do all right for yourself. Way better than the last ride I was in.” She flips the window visor, finds a battered notebook rubber-banded to the mirror, a lined page with a dozen blurred phone numbers scrawled on the inside cover. “You collect numbers?” she asks, raising the pad, her eyebrow.
 

Martin laughs and shakes his head, the motion slow and deliberate, “Nah. All business contacts. Except the one I want to see on there someday.” He leans back, cocky, but not in a teeth-baring way. Just content to let the space hang between them, waiting to see if she fills it.
 

She glances at the reflection in the glass—her hair trailing out at the sides, shirt tight against her chest. There’s a pulse of excitement in her, wild and chemical as a stolen shot of gold tequila. She sets the notebook down and leans into him, careful not to overcommit. She wants to see what he’ll do with the moment, whether he’ll lunge or let her flirt, whether comfort or escalation.

Martin waits, lets the air vibrate. “I’m not gonna do anything you don’t want,” he says, and it sounds almost like a confession, not a line.
 

She laughs—actual, out-loud laughter, not the fake kind. “Is that supposed to make me feel safe?” She leans in closer, the cold vinyl biting the bare skin behind her knee. She sees Martin in triplicate in the glass, then as a single, solid silhouette. “What if I want something? You just gonna sit there until I ask for it?”
 

Martin’s hand, wide and brown, curls over the steering wheel. “I’m a gentleman, but not a monk. If you want something, you ask for it.” There’s a dare in it now, a charge so naked that it warms her face and the skin under her shirt. She feels reckless, a little drunk on rain and potential.

She leans across the center of the cab, testing herself, fingers light on the edge of the vinyl. “You want to kiss me?” It comes out softer than she means, but the words are real enough.
 

Martin blinks. His tongue flicks across his teeth. “If that’s a test, I’m not afraid to fail it.” He’s already shifting closer, the creak of the seat prodding her forward.
 

She’s so close she can see the grain of his stubble, the sheen on his upper lip. He pauses, maybe for her to jump ship, maybe just to live in the gravity of it. The truck is a planet and she’s falling through the air toward it, knees unsteady but impossible to stall now. Martin closes the final inch. His lips land on hers, softer than she expects, a low-voltage flicker that turns her whole face hot. She doesn’t think to close her eyes until he’s already kissed her twice, the second time firmer, more sure. His cologne is right there, the kind that’s both citrus and ozone, strong but not gagging, a deliberate choice. She wonders if he picked it just for the possibility of women in the cab, or if he’s always like this, ready for the next arrival.
 

The radio, left on but muted, chirps a sudden static. Brandi yelps a laugh into his mouth, almost bit his lip, and Martin’s hand is suddenly at her jaw, fingers careful but not tentative. He’s got her mapped, knowing just how far to go before waiting for a signal to keep. She finds herself sliding across the seat, shoes squeaking, until her thigh cleaves against his. The pure size of him is thrilling—a mass to dissolve into, not like the men she’s used to, all angles and wishbone. She likes that she could vanish into him and he’d still sit rooted, unmoved, a gravity well of appetite.
 

“You like that?” he asks against her cheek, and it’s not a gloat—it’s a real question, like he’s checking if the seat’s adjusted right, or if she needs the A/C turned down.
 

She nods, more than she intends, and lets herself kiss him back, this time with some actual muscle. He tastes like cinnamon and Red Bull, and it races through her system, electric and elemental. She lets her hand drift higher on his thigh, not making a show of it, more like she’s measuring the distance, getting used to new gravity. He doesn’t push, doesn’t grab, just holds her at the jaw a little more firmly, and for the first time she’s glad for the self-control, the sense that she could pull back at any moment and it wouldn’t shatter anything. She likes the pause, likes being the one to break it.

She kisses him again, a little experimental—less tongue, more pressure, her lips parting around the heat of his closed mouth. He hums, a low sound, and Brandi can feel it through the muscle of his chest and into her own. She wants him to touch her, wants to see what he’ll do with the permission, so she moves her hand to the curve of his arm, then up to his neck, sliding over the start of his beard. His skin is so warm it’s almost shocking. She’d expected callus, the roughness of road men, but it’s soft, like he religiously lotions, or maybe just isn’t a decade into the job yet.

She breaks away just long enough to catch her breath and opens her eyes. Martin’s face has gone a shade dark, his pupils wide in the dim truck cab. He looks at her for a long beat, like he’s calibrating whether to say something or just kiss her again.

Brandi holds her hand up, “I should probably get back to AJ, don’t want him to leave me behind.” she laughs nervously.

“No way he’d leave you behind.” Martin tells her, “And if he did, you could just go with me.” His smile widens.

Brandi laughs at his enthusiasm, “AJ has been great to give me a lift west, which is where I need to go.”

“I’m going west too.” Martin tells her.

Brandi places her hand on his leg, “Then maybe I’ll see you down the road.” She opens the door and climbs down, giving him a wave before she closes it. As she starts walking, she sees Scott has moved the car around the building and is parked not far from Martin’s truck. She turns on her heels and walks straight at the car.


Chapter 11: Parking Lot Peril

Scott has never been a fan of surprises. When he was five, his parents gave him a surprise birthday party with friends from his kindergarten class, and he cried most of the way through it. All through his school years he had to endure various surprises from the jerks on campus. Jumping at him in the halls, the bathroom, out on the black-top, wedgies here, a thump on the ear there, it just never seemed to end. There have been some nice surprises along the way, meeting Brandi, her saying yes when he proposed, but there was a difference. He controlled it. He knew he was going to ask and had convinced himself that if she said no, he would be okay.

The surprises died down for a while, the days of classes and routine keeping things at an even keel, until a few days ago at the diner. When his new wife uttered the word “Annette”, he was way beyond surprised. Stunned, flabbergasted, kicked in the crotch, all were more fitting words for it. He was surprised again when he went looking for her and she was nowhere to be found, then surprised at where she showed up when he remembered the tracking app on his phone.

Now he was weary of her surprises, the men she rode with, the pics she sent to him, the seeming endless pool of anger she had towards him when she texted him. He was surprised to find her gone this morning when he woke up. How could he not have heard her moving around? He quickly got in his car and gave chase again, catching her in Cuba Missouri. He was surprised to see who she was riding with now, a black man. It wasn’t that he was prejudiced or had anything against a black person, it was just not something he ever gave much thought to when it concerned his wife. He pulled up and saw his wife getting out of this truck and stand between two black men, smiling at them like they were old friends. Just another surprise.

When she walked away with one of them, he watched the way they talked, how her hips seemed to sway even more than he remembered until they disappeared around the building. He pulled the car around the other end, making it around in time to watch her climb into the cab of a very nice-looking black rig. He watched them talk through the windshield, wishing he could hear what was being said, because it seemed to be very friendly, maybe even flirty talk. He saw the look on her face she got when she was flirty with him, the big smile, the coy eyes, and then there came another surprise, her kissing him. His hands clenched the steering wheel, his lungs stopped taking in air for a while and his brain didn’t know how to react. He was caught by surprise at something else, the fact that his first reaction wasn’t a jealous rage. Jealousy was there to be sure, but it wasn’t hand in hand with anger. He wasn’t possessed by the urge to grab a crowbar from the trunk, run over and start smashing the grill of his truck.

They broke their kiss a few times, then would start again, each time driving home the point that it was him, he brought this on by sleeping with someone else. That undeniable truth is what dulled the anger, but didn’t do much for the jealousy. He sits there while the taste of battery acid creeps up his throat, watching the cab rock a little when they move inside. He wants to drive away, but the compulsion to see this through is animal—maybe all the bluster about “forgiveness” and “accepting her choices” is just some self-preserving ritual, like holding your face over a garbage can before you throw up. He counts his own breaths until she finally climbs down, her hair wild and cheeks sharpened up in the spring air, and she walks right for him.

Scott stiffens in his seat, wanting his wife to know he was there, but not expecting her to come charging at him, looking like she did in the diner on their wedding day. He rolls the window down as she gets close and he can feel the heat from her as she leans in the window.

“What are you doing, Scott?” she asks him impatiently, “Why didn’t you just fly to Tucson like I told you?”

He can’t help but just look at her, admiring how beautiful she is, even with her hair a little messed and in a simple t-shirt and shorts she still looks amazing. He looks down her shirt without thinking, a natural habit, admiring the swell of her breasts tucked in her bra. His eyes return to hers and finds them narrowed at him, knowing he’s not scoring any points with her at the moment.

“It doesn’t feel right to go without you,” He finally manages to say, “I worry about you being out here by yourself.”

She shakes her head at him, “I’m not out here by myself so you don’t have to worry about that.” Brandi says it sharp as a slap, but not mean. Scott tastes something coppery rise at the back of his tongue. He wants to say, you’re not alone, you’re with these men, plural, random, not me—but the line between protection and control blurs in the syllables, so he bites it off.

“You know what I mean,” Scott clarifies, “I can’t just go on and not know you’re okay.”

Brandi lets out a sigh and lowers her head onto the door, “Why Scott?” She raises her head and looks at him, “Why did you do it?”

Scott exhales himself, his shoulders sag, “There is no good reason.” He looks over at her, sadness clear on his face, “I could tell you how much I missed you, or that she was an easy and unexpected opportunity that I was too weak to turn down, but that just all sounds dumb.”

“I wasn’t really expecting wise or sane reasoning you know.” Brandi says with a half laugh.

Scott chuckles himself, noticing his wife is still a bit flush from her kissing in the truck, “I am sorry Brandi.”

She looks at him and can see the remorse on his face, embedded in his features. She reaches her right hand inside and puts it on his shoulder, “I’m sorry about the pics I sent you, teasing you about……..you know.” She finds it hard to say in words what she’s done.

“It’s okay.” He tells her, “It was pretty sexy actually.” He cuts his words off quickly, his eyes widening like he’s said something out loud he never intended to. Her hand’s warmth lingers, eclipsing anything else in the car. Scott wants to ask if she liked what she did, being with other men, if she’d do it again, if she was going to climb back into that black truck tonight and let its driver do whatever he wanted to her. He wants the details and doesn’t, clutching the question like a hot coin.

“Sexy?” she asks him, her eyes boring into his soul for understanding, “Me fooling around with other men right after we’re married is sexy?”

Scott feels his face flush—embarrassed, cornered, weirdly proud. It is sexy. The whole last twenty-four hours is a churn of shame and knife-edge arousal. It’s as if every time he thinks about Brandi daring herself farther, letting strangers see her, letting them touch her, there’s a hot fuse in his chest. If he says that—if he owns up to it—he’ll cross a line he doesn’t even understand, a line he suspects existed long before Annette or the wedding or Brandi herself.

He meets her stare, refuses to look away, and lets it out: “It was, yeah. I mean, I wanted to hate it, but I couldn’t. I kept thinking about you with them. Imagining it. Wishing I could watch, even.” His throat’s gone dry. The air between them is a filament waiting to burn. He keeps watching her face, waiting for the moment his least favorite emotion shows itself there: surprise.
 

Brandi gives him that look, then laughs—head tipping back, lips wide, but not mocking, not really. It makes Scott’s stomach tighten. “You’re a freak,” she says, but softer this time. 
 

He grins, a wildness to it he doesn’t bother to check. “You didn’t hate it either, did you?”
 

She lets the question stand. Looks over her shoulder at the black Volvo truck, at the man who is, by any reasonable definition, poised to become next on her list. Scott can see her turning the thought over, weighing it—not guilty exactly, but aware. There’s nothing delicate about the way she holds the moment, just a bright, hot honesty. She finally says it softly, almost surprised at herself: “No. I didn’t hate it.” Her eyes hold his for a second. “It was the best I’ve felt in… I don’t know how long.” The words make the air between them dense and urgent. Scott’s heart thuds so hard his vision pulses with it, and he wants her, right now, same as when he first bent her over his dorm-room futon and saw her hair scatter around the pillow.
 

Brandi leans closer to Scott, “So, where does this thinking of yours come from?”

“From Julie if you can believe that.” he tells her.

Brandi makes a sour confused face, “Your nosey, bitchy aunt Julie?”

Scott nods, “Yea, she called a few times to tell me she saw you and Vince out together, looking pretty cozy and friendly. Told me that I shouldn’t trust you, that you were no good for me.”

Brandi lets out a laugh, “Did you tell her that Vince works at the florist we used? That he’s one of your groomsmen?”

“Really think that would change her mind?” Scott asks her.

They both get the giggles now, suppressing it, the silent kind where your throat hurts and your eyes leak. Scott has to clench his jaw to stop from outright howling. He doesn’t say it, but he loves the way her face goes all elastic when she’s laughing. He wipes his thumb over her cheekbone—she lets him—and for a second, the weird, hot, supercharged misery of this week just... quiets. She’s close enough that her breath fogs the glass, and her perfume (not even a fancy one; he’s always liked the cheap stuff) mixes with the rain-and-diesel of the truck stop.

“It just got me to thinking about it, about if you were fooling around with Vince, or someone else and it drove me crazy but also excited me. A lot.” Scott confesses. Some ancient muscle in his chest unclenches; instead of saying something clever, he offers up the absolute worst, most elementary truth: “I really miss you.”

She softens, not by much, but enough that her voice isn’t razor wire when she says, “I know. I miss you too, sometimes.” The words are less a Band-Aid than a nickel dropped into the slot of a battered vending machine. He’ll take it. Brandi’s fingers trail from the crown of the window to his knuckles. Her hand is warm. His skin jumps at her touch.
 

“I haven’t decided what I’m doing, you know,” she says. “This is a lot to process.”

He bites down on the first two responses that try to break free (are you coming home? Are you coming back to me?) and instead just nods, lets it fill the cab that he’s willing to stick around. She draws away and stands, looking up at the pink, scrolling digital clock over the truck stop mart. Her silhouette is absurdly familiar; Scott watches the line of her legs under cutoff shorts, the way her hips cut at angles as she shifts her weight. The wind whips around the side of the building and she shivers, arms hugging her elbows. She looks back at him, the glint in her eye laughing at them both.

“You’re still a freak, you know that?” Brandi laughs.

Scott shrugs his shoulders, smiling in agreement, “Just tell me that I’m your freak and I can be happy.”

Brandi stops just short of the window, the wild energy in her face melting into a mischievous, almost affectionate smile, “Guess you’ll have to keep chasing and find out.”

Brandi glances up at the digital clock by the convenience mart, a toss of her hair that’s more calculated than not: “I need to hit the restroom. AJ gets antsy if I’m late.” She pushes off the window, the press of her hand staying a moment, a print of heat against the damp glass.
 

Scott drinks her in as she walks. The shorts, her stride, the way the black trucker—Martin, that’s the name—watches her go with plain, hungry admiration. Not the kind of leering that would have made him want to punch drywall back in high school; it’s matter-of-fact, and he realizes that’s a conclusion he’d ever come to about himself: he wants her to be seen. Wants her to do whatever makes her feel real and wild. He wants to be that guy, the one who says yes and doesn’t flinch from the brightness of it. The knowledge coils through him, shame and want so tangled they might as well be the same thing.
 

He taps his fingers on the steering wheel, gaze hitching to the truck stop’s sliding doors. Inside she vanishes, sucked up by fluorescent light and the river-smell of cleaning product. The air in the car is suddenly five degrees colder, like the world’s holding its breath again. He wipes his palms against his jeans, unsure what to do with himself, whether to wait here like a strange, loyal pet, or follow her in and pretend he’s just buying gum and a caffeine bomb. He wants to see her again, one more time before she drives off in some other man’s cab. Wants to prove, to her, to himself, he can be the new kind of husband she’s daring him to become.
 


Chapter 12:  Detour

Back on the road with AJ, they share snacks together, watching the landscape go by. He asks how things went with her husband and she tells him things went better than excepted. When she went into the store earlier, she left her husband in the parking lot behind the store, where Martin’s truck was, but she went to AJ’s truck through the front door and had no idea how long Scott sat there until he realized it. She knew he would be behind her somewhere on the road.

After they passed through Springdale, AJ got a radio message from Martin, telling him that he was coming up behind him. “Damn man, you gonna take all day to get where you’re going?” He taunted AJ, “If she’s distracting you too much, she can come ride with me.” he started laughing.

Brandi laughed along, listening to AJ tell Martin about his job excellence and perfect safety record. Soon Martin pulled over in the left-hand lane to go around them, gradually pulling even with the cab. Brandi leaned forward enough to see past AJ and saw Martin looking over and smiling at them, CB handset still in his hand.

He moved the handset up to his mouth, “Got that hot woman in the truck with you and she’s still dressed.” He said while smiling over at AJ, shaking his head. “No wonder you can keep your eyes on the road.”

AJ huffs, “Better get your eyes on the road, fool, and quit blocking the passing lane.”

Martin laughs, then responds, “So sorry, Mr. 10 and 2, I’ll just move on down the road.” He starts moving ahead of them again, eventually moving over in front of them.

AJ sets down the CB with a flick of scorn and a grin. Brandi leans into the window, watching the recede of Martin’s truck—taillights pinched, the black gloss of the trailer swallowing highway glare. She imagines Martin in his neat lair of a cab, probably steering with one palm, the other already on something sweet from the fridge. She wonders, idly, how many women have taken the tour of that sleeper before her, and whether he’d remember her name in a year or two or if she’d just be “that one with the shorts, the husband, the death wish.” The idea is spicy and melancholy at once.

AJ glances over, “You good?”
 

“Better than,” Brandi says, watching a mischievous smile form on her upper lip in the side mirror. “How about we pull up alongside Martin, show him how “safe” we are.”
 

AJ’s eyes cut to her, a flash in the corner, then back to the windshield. He clears his throat. “Whatever you want, darlin’.”

AJ puts it so flat she can tell he means it, or at least that he wouldn’t mind what happens next. He’s still got his left hand at noon, right hand bone-locked on the shifter, but his foot comes heavier on the pedal, closing the gap with Martin’s black truck. Brandi gets her phone out and unlocks it with a thumb-swipe, then, because she can, unfastens her seatbelt and twists up onto her knees, planting herself on the soft vinyl of her seat. The truck vibrates with a higher hum now, more wind cutting through the cab. She watches the digital speedometer climb—AJ’s showing off, just a hair past the limit and letting her feel it in the seat springs. She can see Martin’s black truck coming up fast: first in the side mirror, then through the windshield, closing in until the two semis are running nose-to-tail like a pair of sharks. The wind jostles the whole cab, but Brandi barely registers it. She’s busy thinking of what to do next.
 

She stretches one leg straight, her other foot braced on the edge of the dash, feeling bold. Then she tugs the hem of her shorts, sliding them down her legs, then shimmies her hips, making sure AJ sees. She hears the sound he makes, like a cough swallowed halfway down, and it only eggs her on while she drops her shorts beside the seat. Martin’s still in the lead now as her and AJ continue pulling up alongside him, the dark slab of his trailer eating up scenery, and Brandi finds herself wanting him to look into his side mirror and see her—a little flash of skin, a dare, a secret handshake of the damned. She pulls her shirt up and peels it off her shoulders, arching her back so her breasts are accentuated even more, her nipples aroused.

She waits until they’re door-to-door on the open straightaway, then shifts from her knees to a full crouch on the passenger seat, bare legs pressed into the ridged vinyl. She feels the air chill her skin, the updraft between the seats cool on her thighs and belly. She traces the shape of her breasts, thumbs it up so her nipples pop out even more. AJ says nothing, just grinds the shifter with a deliberate clack and drifts the truck tighter to Martin’s left. Brandi makes eye contact with Martin, who is drinking in the sight of her. She angles her body toward the side glass, then, with a little internal countdown, lifts her hips and slides her panties to her knees. She lets them hang there for a second, pale blue against her shins, then kicks them off entirely, flicking them to the floor mat. She feels her own pulse in her thighs, high and unstoppable.
 

She leans into the window, forehead pressed hard to the glass. On a hunch, she palms her phone and snaps a quick shot through the glass—her, mostly naked, face already flushed and wild. She sends it to Scott with no caption, just the image, the bright white of her skin and the landscape of the cab turning her into a broadcast tower. For good measure, she takes another, lips pursed, hair sticky from the rush, the brown mesh of the seat leaving little pressed lines on her calves. She doesn’t look at AJ but can feel him watching in the periphery, the coiled stillness of him now thrumming with energy. He’s got his hand clamped tight on the wheel, knuckles sheer white, and when he glances her way his nostrils flare, a quick intake that feels almost like a confession. He keeps it together, mostly, but she sees the way his neck flexes against the collar of his hoodie, the way his heel jams harder on the gas. The thought makes her pulse even faster, and she teases a palm down her thigh, lingering over the softness, the heat there. She lets that hand find its way between her legs, not for the show but because it feels so good it’s impossible not to. The vibration of the truck and the knowledge of Martin’s gaze add up to an intensity that makes her jaw clench. She presses her hand flat over herself, shivering, the friction pure spark.

She cups her palm over her breast, pinching the nipple slow, watching the barely-there twitch of Martin’s chin from his own cab. She fantasizes that every trucker for miles is tuned to the same channel, her body resonating through concrete and glass, a frequency just for the restless and the road-bound. Her whole skin seems to buzz with the idea of being watched, consumed, slated for memory. She parts her legs, feet braced on the dash to keep balance, then lets her hand find the seam of hot, slick skin, already throbbing from the buzz of the engine and the chemicals of her own making. She fingers her clit with slow, steady circles, every little motion visible in the side-window for Martin, for whoever else might be out there in the vast nowhere. She can feel AJ watching without watching, urethral tension drawn as if the entire moment is pulled tight by the possibility of it all. Every breath she takes is sharp as pepper-spray, the airflow from the vent nipping at her skin, her own pulse ticking like a Geiger counter. Her thighs are damp already, her fingers wet, the engine’s hum mapped onto the rhythm of her hand. The friction is lightning, sharper than she remembers it ever being alone. She closes her eyes for a beat, savoring the blur of reality on either side, then opens again in time to catch Martin’s face—full, greedy, eating up every move she makes. Brandi’s toes flex, pressing white against the dash plastic, the truck’s tremor weaving up her legs and into her hips.
 

She lets herself moan, just once, a sound muffled but not lost in the engine noise. Her head lolls sideways, and she catches AJ watching her, not just a quick glance or a side-eye, but full-on, a tidal focus from under the shelf of his brow. His jaw’s tight, mouth a flat line, and she wonders, fiercely, how long he’s been hard, if his mind is replaying the last few minutes on loop. She basks in it—a new high, half adrenaline and half some raw, sluttish pride that feels like sugar water in her veins.
 

Brandi works her fingers in slow, hungry circles, drawing out the pleasure until the world tints at the edges, a narrow tunnel of sensation electric and hot. Her nipples make themselves centers of their own little universes, and she grazes one with her palm, pinching, then rolling the tip until it’s almost ache. The ache is good. She wants the ache. She wants a bruise she can feel hours from now, a secret souvenir under her shirt to keep her company while the miles grind down. She’s so close, so close to the sharp edge of it, and she wants to come exactly like this: feral and on fire and watched from behind a windshield by two men who will think about this moment for the rest of their lives.
 

The orgasm hits her with a violence that makes her gasp, a bright pulse that unspools from her inner thighs out to her fingertips. The world contracts to white fuzz, and for a second she loses track of the trucks, the speed, the rules and boundaries of the interstate. Her knees shake, toes cramping on the dash, and she ruts a crying, silent sob into the air, one that tastes like smoke and victory. Everything in the cab is drums and bells and the scent of her own want, humid and overwhelming.
 

Then, just as the aftershocks are beginning to ebb, Brandi feels the shadow of AJ’s hand on her seat—hovering, not quite touching, like a field of intent. She rolls her head, blinking the world back into focus, and finds him looking at her in stunned reverence. Sweat beads on his brow. His hoodie is rumpled where his arms have clenched the wheel. The air between them is tense as a violin string, the engine noise now a conspiracy instead of a barrier.
 

She makes a show of gathering her shorts and wadding them under the seat. “That safe enough for you, Captain?” Her voice is shaky but triumphant, strung out on endorphin.

She wonders if she can get away with pulling AJ’s hand onto her leg, or if she ought to just sit tight in the slipstream of her own afterglow, but the thought of him pulling her onto his lap, highway be damned, shoots a new jolt up her spine. She lets her hair fall down over her eyes, wild and damp, and looks at AJ through it: “You want to hold it together another couple hundred miles, or you want to play catch-up with Martin next truck stop?” The lilt of her voice is a dare, but she honestly doesn’t know which answer would thrill her more. AJ is staring at the empty horizon ahead, both hands gripping the wheel like he might break it off. But she can see his throat moving, the pulse hammering there, and the way his left leg jostles up and down with what can only be described as full-body arousal. She’s seen the outline of his cock tenting the loose sweatshorts the last half hour, and if there’s any doubt about what he wants, the way his fingers twitch says everything. She folds herself cross-legged on the seat, bare as the dawn, and watches the cars whip past on their left. No minivan or sedan is ever close enough to see inside the cab, which gives her a fresh thrill of exposure, like a pinhole camera aimed right at her secrets. She makes a show of rebuttoning her shirt, slow, popping only the lowest few and leaving her chest barely-covered, just in case Martin tries another pass.

AJ lets the question ride for a mile—maybe two. The hum of the truck is so loud in Brandi’s ears that it could almost drown out the next thing, but it doesn’t. He picks up his CB again and calls out for Martin, “I think you need to take our girl the rest of the way.” he says. Martin instantly agrees and they make plans to stop at the next rest area in a few miles.

He thumbs the shifter to neutral as the exit ramp climbs. “Rest stop,” he says, voice too casual, but there’s a quake in it. She stretches, arms overhead, letting her shirt ride up again. AJ parks away from the other trucks, nose to the fenceline. The lot is mostly empty except for Martin’s rig, pulling in behind them, a monolith on its own island of crumbling asphalt. Brandi grins at the sight of it, the black gloss humming faintly under the deep cloud light. Martin’s silhouette is in the window, shades on, like he never really sleeps or eats or moves until needed.
 

AJ kills the engine, spins in his seat. There’s hesitation, maybe even regret, but what she sees in his face is hunger. She forgets the years, the kids, the wife, the moral geometry of the world. She wants to taste this moment in a way that’s almost violent. Brandi fumbles for the door latch with a laugh, slaps her bare thigh on the cold steel as she leaps down, and sprints the few yards between the trucks. The wind whips her hair (and nothing else—she never put her shorts back on) across her chest, and she feels the warmth like a fever.

She looks back over her shoulder to see AJ standing at the base of his cab, holding her suitcases, a little defeated, a lot proud. Martin watches her approach from the open window of his cab. He’s got the engine running, ancient baseball game on the radio, and his face licked orange by the dash backlights. As Brandi nears, the sound of his laughter—deep, bell-clear—spills through the open window.
 

She leans into it, skin alive. “You gonna let me up, or do I have to dance for tips?” she calls, voice thick with the thrill of it all. Martin leans over, opens the door, and offers his hand up. She grabs it—his hand huge, her wrist vanishing inside his grip—and he pulls her up like she’s weightless, her toes skidding uselessly against the chrome step.
 

“You ever knock?” Martin jokes, as she lands in the cab with a thump and a slap of skin on leather.
 

Brandi looks him dead in the eye. “Only when someone’s up late waiting for me.”

The cab closes around her like a warm mouth, dark and vinyl-scented, the air thick with both the sweetness of Martin’s aftershave and the hot metal tang of machinery burning the hours away. Brandi lands sloppy on the passenger seat, left hand bracing her against the dash, right hand still knotted in Martin’s. The size of him in the near dark is a kind of promise—she feels it in her skin, a buzz, as if she’s wired directly into the alternator spinning unseen somewhere below their feet.

AJ loads her bags into the storage outside the cab, and gives them a wave as he walks back to his truck, Brandi thanking him several times through the driver’s side window.
 

Martin’s smile is so broad it almost reads as hunger. “You want to start this now?” he asks, and the way “now” lingers makes her want it with the same urgency as the first drag off a cigarette after detention. She thinks about the interstate outside, the planetary swirl of trucks and lives and escapes, and knows all of it is background, set dressing for the only moment that really matters.
 

He draws her in with a forearm sweep, strong but calibrated—she’s not breakable but she is, right now, entirely his to position. He kisses her, no warm-up, just the shock of his lips and the heat of his tongue, and it’s so good she laughs into his mouth. She’s still wearing nothing but her shirt, and her body is already awake, the breeze from the cracked window cold on the heat that radiates off her legs and chest. Martin slides a hand up her thigh, the palm so broad she half expects it to leave a print in her flesh, and she arches into it, not bothering to play at shyness. She wants him to take up as much of her as possible, to see if his appetite really is as big as his truck.

Martin doesn’t hesitate, his tongue presses into her mouth, not rough but relentless, and the flavor is peppermint and some sweetness that registers as soda or maybe licorice. He palms both her thighs at once, his hands hot and certain, and hikes her toward him, hips catching on the edge of the seat. For a half-wild second she’s sure he’ll haul her into his lap right then, but he pauses, eyes on hers, the gleam of his teeth as devil-bright as any demon she’s ever imagined chasing her through a truck stop.
 

She looks down, sees that his cock is already angled up under his jeans, a tented, thick outline that leaves no doubt to her about what’s about to happen. Brandi wants to be on top—she wants the feeling of being the one in motion, the one using and being used—so she clambers onto the edge of his seat, knee digging into the vinyl, and straddles him. The steering wheel bites into the small of her back, but the pain is a punctuation, clarifying, real as thunder. She hikes her shirt higher, letting her breasts out, relishing how his hands seize them right away, as if they’re the first and last he’ll ever get to cup. He squeezes one, pinching her nipple with a gentle cruelty that shocks the breath right out of her. She can hear herself whimper, a real, unguarded sound, and she doesn’t care how loud she is—doesn’t care if every trucker in the lot knows this is happening. She grinds herself against his lap, finding the ridge of his cock with the needy, greedy part of her that has wanted this exact thing ever since Martin’s hands first swallowed up her own. The friction is insane, blinding, just denim on flushed skin and the slip of her thighs against his.
 

He barely fumbles, unzipping with a practiced flick of the wrist that tells her he’s done this—maybe not with a woman exactly like Brandi, but with every bit as much urgency. She wants him out, wants all of him, so she helps, jerking his jeans down far enough that his cock springs out, dark and already beaded at the tip. She gets a taste of her own mouth in the back of her throat, surprised by the surge of saliva at the sight of him. Brandi lets herself stroke him, just once, fingers not quite wrapping all the way around, and Martin’s breath hitches so hard she feels it in the tightness of his belly beneath her.

She wants him inside her right now, no games, nothing but skin and the raw stupidity of wanting. It’s pure, animal, and so new she almost laughs. She hikes her knees high, braces her hands on Martin’s shoulders, and impales herself on him in a motion that sends a jolt of pain and delight ricocheting up her body with a grinding, animal shudder. The first inch is a breathless rupture—she clamps up, half from pleasure, half from the delicious shock of his thickness and length—and then she’s letting gravity drop her the rest of the way, feeling the give, the yield, the impossible fullness.

Her ass slaps the cold rim of the seat; the steering wheel gouges her spine, all of it real and unfiltered and so immediate she almost blacks out. Brandi rides him without preamble, hips bouncing in short, greedy arcs, arms braced around his neck to keep from flying upward with each jounce. She watches Martin grit his teeth, his eyes blown wide and dark, the raw sound of him a velvet growl in her ear. His grip on her flesh is ferocious—he’s squeezing, not gentle, not tender, but the sense of being wanted, fully, is a drug she can’t get enough of. Brandi arches her back, hair sticking to sweat, and she milks every inch, using her core, her thighs, relishing the rough scrape of his jeans on the inside of her knees. The windshield is fogging up already—the world beyond the glass a blur, a stage-light halo to the riot inside the cab. She feels the orgasm coming again, sharp and ice-bright, and rides it hard, moans stuttering out of her in fractured syllables. Martin’s hands cup her ass, lift and drop her, the rhythm relentless, as if he’s bent on shoving her through the roof of the cab. Nothing softens—no gentleness, no illusion that this is more than a pit stop, no soft focus, just the battery-arc of need. Brandi feels her own orgasm like a rising sun behind her eyes, searing and fatal and too much to look at directly. The rush is ungovernable—she grabs Martin’s head between her hands, squeezing his skull like she can fuse their faces together by force of will alone, and she comes, hard, body jackknifing in his lap so fiercely she nearly splits the wheel with her shoulder blades. Martin’s answering growl is a cannon shot, deep and old as the planet, and she feels the pulse of his cock inside her, the hot flood sealing the moment into muscle memory.
 

Brandi slumps forward, sweat dripping off her chin and down onto the slope of Martin’s shoulder. She wants to stay like this, straddling the confessional, everything outside this cab erased and gone. Her thighs are shaking, her skin stuck to the vinyl, her back on fire from the cheap faux-leather and her own exhausted contortions. Martin’s arms wrap around her, low at the waist. She lets herself be pulled into him, lets her slack face rest in the heated cave of his neck. She laughs, a tiny sound, the last ember of her voice for the day.

She looks out of the driver’s window, which is still rolled down, and sees the rental car where AJ was parked, her husband leaned over watching them through the passenger window. She gives her husband a small wave and a kiss of her lips and he waves back up at her, his face covered with a variety of emotions. She traces a finger down the slope of Martin’s arm, forearm to wrist, and feels a pulse there—thready and loose now, as if the current has run the circuit and blown every fuse. He’s grinning, still, but it’s a dazed thing, like he can’t quite believe the world exists outside this cab. She wants another go—her thighs are still quaking for it—but there’s a new, hard warmth in her low belly, the contentment of a fix. She sinks into it, lets her cheek rest, boneless, against Martin’s shoulder.
 

“You got a real appetite,” Martin murmurs, hand tracing lazy orbits along her hip, “I ought to be scared.”
 

It’s not a line. He’s not even trying. She feels the truth of it in the way his hand trembles where it touches skin, the unevenness of his breath. There’s a lull, a hush, like the world’s on pause or waiting for a sign to start again. Outside, the rest area is terminally dead—just the echo of truck doors slamming, the sodium arc of lights buzzing overhead, the wind clipping leaves off the stand of trees by the fence. Brandi closes her eyes, ears tuned to this little capsule, her body cooling in phases.

She gets herself together, eventually. It’s not modesty, but logistics: the sticky thighs, the sweat beading cold in the AC now that she’s not in motion. She peels off Martin’s lap, careful with the curve of his still-absurd cock as it slicks against her, and slides into the passenger seat with a sharp hiss, thighs sore and trembling. Her shirt’s a joke at this point—one armhole gone, collar stretched wide enough for both shoulders, but she wears it, a mark of survival. She reaches for her phone. Sees the new message waiting.
 

No text. Just a picture, Scott’s hand on the wheel, his other on his thigh. At first it reads as blank, then she notices the shape under the denim—hard, unambiguous, a bulge that looks painfully tight against the zipper. For half a second she feels the old spike of shame—her, in the cab of an almost-stranger, husband in the surveillance position, not even a hundred feet away and hard for it.
 

She sends back a picture: her face first, pupils blown wide and hair everywhere, then a second shot, panned to Martin’s hand splayed across her thigh, fingers covering so much skin she looks less like a wife than a stolen prize. She doesn’t know if she’s sending it to tease, or to gloat, or to punish him for the Annette-shaped hole in their first week of marriage. She only knows it feels right, and the responding blur of dots in the message window makes her smile.
 

Martin reclines back, wrists resting on his thighs, and looks over at her, so present it nearly undoes her. “We could stay here a bit,” he says, low, as if there’s any reality outside the breathless heat between them.

She shakes her head, not quite trusting her own voice yet, but manages a “Give me a second, I need to find my shorts.”
 

He laughs with her, a warm, rumbling pull that slides down her spine. He nudges her knee with his, then stretches and rolls his window open the rest of the way. “You got a husband that’s gonna come up here and bash my face in? Or you think he’s just gonna watch?” The question is so blunt she almost flies apart from it, but there’s mischief at the edges of his lips—nothing threatening, just a real and casual curiosity.
 

The embarrassment slaps her first, then recedes as something hotter, almost mischievous. She looks out the window at the car, the shape of Scott behind the glass. He’s definitely still watching, maybe even harder than before. She wonders if his heart is a jackhammer or a metronome, if he’s judging her or just savoring the raw, new wrongness of it all.
 

She fishes her shorts from the well of the footwell, tugs them up, and then pauses. The idea of putting on clothes just to leave again feels stupid, so she stays half naked, a leg propped on the dash, Martin’s hand trailing the length of her thigh and up under the gap in her shirt. The sweat and friction of her body is everywhere on the seat; her hands are still sticky with it, and the air smells of sweet, spent skin and the afterwhiff of cologne warping with her own scent. For a second, she sees herself as if from the lot—a woman, topless, strung out and radiant, in the cab of a black semi with her hair still flexing static from the last round. She wonders if anyone else in the world has ever felt like this, raw down to the cord, engine strobing in the next room, and all the past reduced to a single, gleaming edge.
 

Martin looks at her again, and she can feel the crosstalk in his head, the calculus of what comes next—whether to press for more or just ride the drift. She wants to keep going, wants to erase every last atom of herself that isn’t in this second, but, just as much, wants to watch him want her. So she stretches a leg out, nudges his hand away at the last moment, and lolls her head on the seat, eyes hooded. She lets her hair fall in a shock of color across her shoulder. “Better than your last hitchhiker?” she asks, teasing, knowing the answer before he can say it.
 

Martin’s laugh is so simple, and for a second Brandi wants to crawl over the console and see how much more she could take, if the world would simply stop and rerun this hour until it burned itself out. She’s never felt so inhabited, so crisp at the edges, the whole universe a funhouse lens zeroed on the inside of a truck cab at a rest area outside Tulsa. The idea that Scott is close enough to see her, or maybe even hear her if the wind’s right, gives a backbeat to her pulse.
 

She thumbs her phone, just to see if another message has come in. Nothing. She’s the one with the power now; she likes the way the screen fits in her palm. She could send another picture, a video, anything she wanted. The decision is nearly paralyzing in its luxury. She rolls her eyes at herself and snaps a photo of her bare kneecap, the memory of Martin’s grip already leaving finger-shaped marks dark as ink. She sends it with a winking emoji, almost giddy, and lets the phone slip into her lap.

“Want to get back on the road?” Martin asks, eyes slightly narrowed, not entirely back to Earth. Brandi’s mouth is so parched it aches. She nods and he re-buckles his seatbelt and gets them moving again.
 


Chapter 15: The Passion

Back on the road they settle into a comfortable conversation about any and everything, the sex they shared earlier causing anticipation to simmer between them. She’s telling him about the wedding that detonated, Martin nods through the story, fishing for a punchline, but Brandi doesn’t really do punchlines—her stories double back and circles, always bigger on the inside than they look from the curb. She’s nowhere close to graceful about her own heartbreak, but she talks about it the way some men talk about old knee injuries: wry, amused, deliberate.
 

He listens, really listens, and it throws her off-balance for a mile or two. She expects him to deflect, change topics to sports or politics or the existential horror-show of logistics scheduling, but he lets her just follow wherever she wants to go, nodding or grunting when it feels right, letting the non-linear story fill the cab like extra oxygen.

She asks if he’s been married, and Martin shrugs: “Once. Didn’t take.” The economy of the answer is beautiful. He doesn’t even sigh.
 

It should be awkward from there, but it isn’t. Brandi finds herself confiding things she’d never tell a friend, much less a man she just fucked over a vacant Rest Area. She tells him about her mom’s ritual phone calls, the kind that always opened with “Just in case you forgot you have a family.” Tells him about the time she’d gotten blackout drunk with her best friend on prom night and woken up with all the hair on one arm shaved clean.

When dusk comes, they pull into a truck stop in Edmond Oklahoma, Martin telling her this is his destination. The big lot is a concrete bowl, ringed by sodium vapor lights the color of drowned marigolds. Martin parks the rig under a swarm of moths, says he’ll be sleeping here tonight. “You can stay here with me if you want,” he offers, the gesture so effortless it cuts through the heat of her nerves. Brandi says yes before she even knows if she means it, then looks around the area until she spots a hotel nearby. She then sends a text to her husband, telling him to check into a room there and text her the number, in case she gets a chance to visit later. With that sent, along with the wicked smile emoji, her and Martin decide to get something to eat.

They eat dinner at the greasy cafeteria—fried steak, dinner rolls, mac-and-cheese that tastes like cheese’s long-dead ancestor. Brandi tears the bread with her fingers, mouth still prickling with the ghost of Martin’s cologne. He eats in giant, methodical bites, not looking at her, not needing to. The comfort of it is so complete she almost kicks him under the table, just to carve into the moment with a messier thrill. She expects Scott to message sooner, but it’s closer to the end of their meal when her phone buzzes. He’s sent a selfie of himself at a Motel 6, half drowsed and bed-headed, thumb up like a Boy Scout and captioned: “Told you I’d make it here. Didn’t drown in my own tears after all. Room 148.”
 

Her face splits with laughter so sudden Martin has to stop gnawing at a chicken wing and give her a side-eye. She flashes him the phone screen and he laughs too, a low, warm sound from somewhere farther in than his ribs. “That’s your husband?” Martin asks.
 

“That’s my husband.”
 

Martin stares at the screen for a long second like he’s reading a meme in a foreign language, then says, “Cute.” He wipes the grease off his fingers, gets up, and asks if she wants to see the back room of the truck stop. “They got showers bigger than most hotels,” he says, “But you got to be brave.”
 

Brandi is so wired it barely seems real, this whole day feathering out behind her like a row of empty potato chip bags, but the prospect of a shower—“bigger than a hotel,” even—feels like a dare.

“Lead the way,” she says, and they traipse across the linoleum, Martin’s stride easy, hers a little crooked, like she’s walking out of someone else’s life. The back hallway reeks of chemical oranges and something lemony-sinister; the janitor’s closet is open, mops lolling out like dead eels. Martin buys a shower token, and then, like it’s perfectly normal, hands her the key and gestures with his chin. “You want it first?”
 

She says, “Only if you don’t mind waiting.” She slides into the corridor—a winding, funky echo chamber of vending machines, empty chairs, and walls so yellowed with age they look jaundiced. The “showers” are really little cement rooms, each one with a battered steel door and a plastic fob instead of a knob. Brandi clicks the key in and pushes through. Inside it is exactly as Martin promised, plus a bonus layer of horror: a cinderblock stall big enough to host an amateur wrestling match, a bench carved with graffiti, a mirror with a spiderweb crack dead center, and a floor slicked with ancient scum.
 

She strips off her clothes, skin tingling with the memory of road heat and vinyl burn. In this new light, every mark on her body—every bruise, every uneven patch of razor stubble, every hickey—is in high definition. She runs a hand over her hips, finds Martin’s fingerprints already ghosting up along her waist. Even the pinkish bite on her right thigh stands out, proud, as if the body wants these marks to linger.
 

The shower itself has one setting—absolute, relentless scald. It throbs against her skin, peeling away the day, scraping something loose and making her laugh out loud in the steamy echo. She soaps and rinses with the cheap shower soap, the fragrance somewhere between citrus and chemical warfare, and wishes every day of her marriage was as easy as this: a little pain, a lot of heat, the danger that someone might open the door by accident. She wonders if Scott would like this, if he’d freak out about the grime or find a weird thrill in the risk. She towels off, savoring the sting of tiny towel fibers on her skin—throb and pulse and the cold slap of air on her breasts, her thighs. There’s nothing erotic about these lights, this room, but her body is so lit through with charge she feels like she’ll never wind down again. She dresses in fresh shorts and a tank, thanks to Martin retrieving her small bag, the smell of bleach and soap soaked into every thread, then rifles through her duffel for the stuff that makes her smell more like a woman and less like someone who’s spent a hundred miles with thighs pressed to vinyl.
 

When Brandi steps out of the shower room, she’s grinning, high on the tart, burnt-metal air and the fact that nobody tried to barge in. Martin is waiting, big and easy, posted against a map of the lower forty-eight with his head bowed like he’s translating the tiny place-names into private code. He looks at her, one eyebrow up, and she can tell the next line out of his mouth will be a joke, but he just cocks his chin toward the long corridor and says, “Was it everything you dreamed?”
 

Brandi flicks hair out of her eyes, lets it splay—damp, wild, alive. “Better,” she says, “I feel like a new species.” She’s not even sure what that means, but it feels right. Martin nods, hands her an orange Gatorade, then goes and showers himself.
 

They walk out together. The parking lot is a midnight shipyard: idling rigs, puddles of antifreeze collecting slow rainbows under the lights, the sound of engines revving low, a stretch of dark nothing interrupted by a stripe of clouded neon from the convenience mart. They get back to his truck and climb inside. Brandi moves to the bed as Martin puts up the curtains in the windshield.

She bounces on the mattress, feeling the shallow sag, the way it dips unevenly left to right like a trampoline with history. The hum of the truck’s generator is omnipresent, a resonance that creeps up her jaw and makes her want to giggle. Martin drops his duffel bag onto the floor—not throws, just lets it land—and stands in the aisle, brushing water from his arms. His hair is still beaded with droplets, and the crosshatch pattern of the cheap truck-stop towel is pressed into his skin. She grabs her phone and dials her husband’s number, then lays the phone on the floor beside the bed.

“You want to stay up a bit?” Martin says, settling onto the edge of the mattress. “Or you want to just sleep?” The words don’t land with assumptions built in. He means it both ways. She likes that.
 

She doesn’t want sleep, not even close. She’s sure Martin knows it—her legs are twitching with the day’s charge, her thoughts are a long string of pings and aftershocks and the gnawing curiosity about Scott, alone in a motel room just a parking lot away. She wants to hold onto the night until it runs dry, scrape every last flavor from it, see if she can get all the way to morning without an ounce of regret.
 

Brandi shrugs the tension out of her shoulders and rolls onto her side. “I think you know what I want.” she says with a naughty grin on her face. She reaches for him, one bare foot curling against the mattress, and hooks him by the belt with two fingers. She could pull him down, hard, make a mess of him, but she lets the tension stretch, savoring the moment when he falls just past balance and catches himself with a palm planted deep in the cheap foam. He’s close now, a warm humidity radiating off his skin. She likes the smell of him up close—soap and sweat, the salt still in his hairline, the after-ghost of gasoline clinging to the inside of his elbow. She kisses him, slower this time, and lets it build. There’s no hurry, not really. The world outside the rig could vanish, and she’d never notice. She nuzzles his jaw, finds the divot below his ear, breathes in, tastes the sharpness of his cologne clinging to the damp. Martin doesn’t lunge, doesn’t overplay. He inhales through his nose and makes a sound that’s not quite a moan, not quite a growl—more of a promise. She shivers as his lips brush the underside of her jaw. A sharp shudder, all the more intense for not being named out loud. She slips her hands under the tight hem of his tee and feels the hot, damp surface of his back muscles, impossibly tense and alive and nothing like the doughy yields of Scott or any man before.

Martin presses down, pinning her to the mattress, his breath coming warm and steady; the space between their bodies closes until every nerve ending seems to fire at once. She loves the smell—industrial, a little bitter—and wants to drown in it. The memory of their last session shoots through her, the feel of him inside her, how he’d left a soreness that translated to pleasure with every step afterward. She wants more. Wants to see if the ache of it could be mapped like a highway, a route she’ll remember by touch alone.
 

She pulls him in, insistent but not desperate. There’s no negotiation, just momentum. “I want everyone in this lot to hear you fucking me.” she tells him.

Martin snorts at her line—full, delighted, utterly without shame. He gives her a quick, savage kiss that bites her bottom lip and twists in her like lemon juice in a cut. “I don’t know if you’re trying to embarrass me or make me famous,” he whispers, voice barely more than the low thrum of the generator.
 

She wants to say both, maybe, and grins, feeling her own boldness ramp up by the second. He’s half on top of her now, weight shifting heavy at her hips, his other hand on her knee. He moves slow, drawing his palm up her thigh with a drag deliberate enough to make her twitch. There’s nothing polite about the way he looks at her, then down the open edge of her shirt, then back to her mouth. The mattress dips farther as he slides his leg between hers, knee pressing into the soft. Brandi isn’t shy this time. She wraps her legs around his, using the leverage to grind up and meet him in the middle. He huffs, then laughs like a man pulled off his feet in a good bar fight.
 

He pulls her hands over her head, pins them to the frame wall without any real pressure, just enough to hold the shape of a fantasy a second or two. She likes it. Her pulse is a small, contained riot. He runs his mouth along her throat, tongue warm, and she arches into him, not needing more preamble. He sweeps her shirt up, licks the skin from breastbone to shoulder, then bites at her nipple so sharp it shocks her into a strange kind of calm.

There’s something beautiful in how direct he is—no sweet talk, no scripted moves, just heat. He presses into her, stroking the spot he wants to claim, and it’s so much better than when she does it herself that she almost tears up. He finds the damp, teases her with a finger, then two, and works her until she’s panting into his neck, two knuckles deep, thumb holding her steady while his tongue lands on the hollow behind her ear again and again. She locks her calves at his lower back, flexes, and feels the sinew of his ass tense through the thin weave of his underwear. The motion is so perfect it feels borrowed from somewhere else, an old muscle memory from another life. The sweet-sour pain of his grip on her wrists keeps her right at the edge.
 

Martin presses the point, works her until she’s a trembling, open circuit. He backs off at the last second, shifts his mouth over her nipple, bites it just enough to slice the world down to one blinding white point. The rest of the lot might as well be rubble. She’s not breathing, not really, just letting her chest flutter at the edge of scream. The tempo of his fingers never changes—steady, unrelenting, present for every involuntary pulse and roll of her hips. She comes, bucking, with a shudder so sudden she knocks her own head back into the wall with a dull thunk, pain and pleasure tangled together and impossible to parse.
 

He releases her hands, laughs under his breath, and just holds her there, letting the shake of her body run its course. He’s still hard as a rock, cock pressed between thigh and groin, but he doesn’t hurry. He just moves slow, savoring each ripple of aftershock. When she finally blinks all the way back to herself, she sees him propped on his elbow, the look on his face somewhere between pride and scientific curiosity.
 

“You gonna let me have my turn?” he asks, and Brandi laughs, the sound curling itself up into the tiny cab, bouncing back off slick cabinets and window glass and the fabric of Martin’s shoulder.

She lets her head spin with the aftereffects while Martin looks at her, lips upturned but patient, and she knows the answer before the words tumble out: “You got a few more rounds in you?” She’s not being coy; she wants to see if two bodies can burn through all the oxygen in this sleeper before sunrise.
 

Martin’s hand slides down the rim of her jaw, thumb catching at the pulse just below her ear, and he kisses her—way softer than he touched her, as if to even it all out. She’s about to say something, anything, but he shifts her so that her spine lines up with the cold fiberglass wall, and she gets the sense that Martin could move the whole damn truck if he got enough leverage. He doesn’t pin her, not exactly, but holds her steady while he peels the shirt up again, bunching it under her arms. The mattress buckles as he shucks out of his own tee and shorts, and she catches a full, greedy view of the lines under his skin—nothing gym-perfect, just hard work and a history of hauling things other than her. She likes the breadth of his back, the way it narrows at the waist; she likes how her own legs look slung over his hips, pale in comparison, knees splayed wide to bracket the world between.
 

He enters her with a slow, unhurried pressure, the slide raw and delicious. It’s different from earlier—no rush, no violence, there’s still the same fevered want but it’s like he’s pacing himself for a marathon, and Brandi finds she likes it, likes the way each slow withdrawal is matched with a notched-up thrust that ratchets her heart into her windpipe. At some point her feet slip up around his waist, cold heel against hot skin. She flexes, pulls him in as hard as she can manage, and Martin groans into her throat. Every sound that comes out of him feels earned; nothing for show, nothing wasted.

“You’re so damn tight.” he tells her, and she loves hearing it, loves being something he enjoys so much.

She nibbles at his ear, “Every girl is tight to you since you’re so big.”
 

She rides him as much as he rides her, taking the motion from her hips and letting it blur into a sensation that’s part friction, part overload, all wrapped up in sweat and the whine of the truck’s generator. The bunk is a mess, wool blanket smeared sideways, someone’s shorts balled up under her left knee, mattress divot cradling the violence of what they’re doing. Martin braces himself with one hand above her head, the other gripping her ass so tight she’s sure he’ll leave marks there too. She wants them, wants to wake up raw and sore everywhere; she wants to be walking proof for days after, so that even if this is a one-time fuck the memory will linger in blue and purple and red.
 

Her second orgasm builds slow, a heat that starts in the soles of her feet and unspools upward, filling every nerve like a balloon stretching clear through her skull. It’s not as clean as before; less a spike, more a long, spreading fire that glows in the marrow. Martin moves faster, and his voice starts to chunk out as if the gears in his body are starting to strip; she loves that, too—the ragged edge, the lack of finesse that comes when something strong lets itself break for a minute. She wraps her arms around his shoulders, using every muscle to meet his rhythm, biting her lip hard enough to taste blood when the pleasure breaks over her again, new and messy, shards of sensation spiking out to her fingertips. She lets out the howl, clawing at his back as he grinds her into the mattress, the slap of flesh on flesh as crude and beautiful as any love song. Martin’s skin glows with sweat, beads popping at his hairline and along the center of his back, and when he comes, he makes a low, dangerous sound that vibrates straight into her teeth.
 

She stays there, arms and legs cinched tight around him, not letting go, not even after he goes soft inside her and his weight turns from urgency to pure gravity. She wants to keep him, for a minute, as though she can trap his warmth in the twin shell of their joined bodies. Beneath them, the world hums with diesel and the memory of sex. Her own body is sticky, pulse roaring in her ears, and she feels more alive than she has in a decade—a mixture of recklessness and chemical clarity, the kind that follows a near-miss accident or the first long drag of a forbidden cigarette.
 

Martin rolls off but not away, his hands still working lazy circles on her belly, an old record player tracing grooves. Brandi laughs, a choked, stupid sound, giddy and frayed. The cab’s walls sweat with it, the air so thick with their bodies and the industrial stink of upholstery that she could float in it. She lets her palm rest on Martin’s chest, feels his heart marathon under her fingers, and thinks of nothing for the first time in years. She doesn’t want to sleep, but her limbs have gone heavy and molten in the aftermath. She wonders if she could ever be bored with this feeling, or if it’s the kind of rare thing people get addicted to, spend decades chasing, destroy their lives for. The thought is a small, hot coal in the brain; she likes the danger.

She slides her hand down to his cock, still wet from them both and he lets out a happy sigh as she rubs it. She likes the way he relaxes instantly, no questions, no jostling for dominance. She could do whatever she wanted to him right now and he’d let her. That trust, or lazy incomprehension, is as sexy as the thing in her hand. She strokes gently, thumb angling up the length, using the wetness as glide. The texture is new, different from Scott’s (memory of her husband’s body rising, out of nowhere, like a poltergeist with good timing), and she likes the comparison, the privilege of cataloging private differences. She checks Martin’s face, finds his eyes closed, lashes collapsed together like a gear at rest. He’s not smiling, not anything, just existing somewhere in a layer of dark warmth she’s made for him.

“Thank you so much for giving me a ride, letting me keep you company for a few miles.” she tells him.

He smiles, opening his eyes to look at her, “It’s been my pleasure. Having you here on my bed is thanks enough.”

Her hands keep rubbing along his shaft, “Glad you feel that way, but there’s one more thing I want to do for you before I go back to my husband.” She slides her body down, bringing her mouth down to his now hard cock. The taste of herself is still there, electric and clean, as Brandi wraps her lips around the head of Martin’s cock. It’s so warm, it’s almost hot, and the memory of what they just did floats in the air between them, sweet and briny, marbled with longing. He’s thick and hard again, the skin taut against her tongue, and she thinks, somewhere in the throb of her jaw, that she wants to do it slow and mean, make him feel every inch, every motion, make him remember her in every gear shift and quarter mile for days. She likes the weight of him in her mouth—it’s different than Scott, more deliberate, a shape she can fill and be filled by, an act she can own, the rest stop parking lot just a pane of glass away from this moment of total abandon.
 

Martin doesn’t say anything. She can hear nothing from him for long stretches but the steady, ragged draw of his breath, the slow ballast shift of his belly and chest. She glances up, flashing eyes, and sees he’s watching her, more stunned than eager, as if this is more than he expected or wanted, a confession built from nothing but willingness and tongue. She grins around his cock, lets her teeth barely scrape, then swallows him farther, feeling the thick tip brush the soft, ribbed roof of her mouth. He makes a sound—just once, guttural—and she wants another, so she does it again, deeper, the sensation half pleasure, half threat. She loves this: the rawness, the mess, the sense that neither has anything to lose, nothing left in the world except the next inch, the next shudder. She hollows her cheeks, works her hand in tandem with each bob, and keeps her eyes up, wanting him to watch her—wanting him to know exactly who is doing this, why, how it matters. The sense of possibility, of newness, charges every nerve on her tongue. Each time she takes him deeper, she feels the edge of the last fuck in her throat and in her jaw, a leftover ache that only makes her hungrier to do it more. She closes her eyes, lets the taste and warmth take over, and only comes up for air when the throb against her palate warns her that Martin is getting close.
 

She slows, pauses, looks up at him again, and then pushes forward, relentless, until his hands are in her hair—huge, gentle, barely a warning before his hips twitch, and he comes. She takes it, all of it, lets it paint the inside of her mouth with a flavor that is familiar and not, a new color in her private spectrum. She waits for the last bitter pulse, then lets him slip out, a gulp of air electric in her lungs. She wipes her mouth with the back of her hand and then, just to make it complete, kisses him on the thigh, a soft benediction to the end of things.
 

She lays back, not beside him but against him, letting the length of her cooling body rest against his long, warm side. No words. Only breath and the hush of the truck’s life-support rumble, a white noise so steady it grates at her molars. She feels his hand, heavy on her side, thumb tracing idle, hummingbird circles above the waistband of her shorts.

She lets the exhaustion eat her, slow and spread out, as she reaches down to her phone and ends the call, but her mind buzzes. There’s an aftertaste of pleasure tangled with a mean little pang of nostalgia for Scott—the way her husband would curl up around her after, always slightly too hot, always blundering with the covers and his foot pressing hers until she had to move. She knows he’s awake over there, knows that he was listening to every sound through her phone and loving it. She hopes so. She wants him to see all of it, track every new mark and edge she brings home. There’s a heat in the thought—not shame, not quite guilt, just the hot pulse of being real and awake and finally, gloriously, out of control.

She pulls his hand up to her face and kisses it, “I need to go back to my husband now.” she tells him, then kisses his hand again.

“Do I need to go with you?” Martin asks, “Make sure everything is good?”

Brandi is touched by his concern, “No, I’ll be okay. Not really the start to our marriage I envisioned, but I think we’re going to be very happy together.”

The aftertaste from Martin’s kisses and the splay of his hand at her waist seem to linger on Brandi’s skin as she tugs on her tank and shorts, foreign yet familiar. It’s hard to parse where the memory of his palm ends and her own skin begins. Is it love if it makes you want to break things? That’s what she’s thinking as she steps into the open air, a fever of adrenaline so keen it almost hurts. The dusk has gone to charcoal; the thick Oklahoma humidity is cut by the ozone crack of distant lightning.


Chapter 16: The Confrontation with Reality

The motel is a fish tank of blue light; the lobby glass beads with condensation. Brandi ghosts through the entry, the desk clerk asleep behind a raised Reader’s Digest. She takes the stairs two at a time and finds Room 148. She hesitates a second, then gives two knuckle-raps to the door—gentle, maybe a joke, maybe all the courage she has left.
 

Scott opens on the first beat. She’d forgotten how tall he is; he looks down at her like a rescue party staring at the lone survivor. His face is pale, eyes circled with an old blue, but there’s a brightness to the look he gives her. Not hope. Hunger, maybe. Or just a kind of wild-eyed relief.

She steps in. The room is the color of unfinished dough, and everything smells like aftershave and boxed air. Scott has made a show of tidying: blanket smoothed, shoes lined up, only one suitcase unzipped at the base of the bed. He stands there, hands clasped together in front of him, and Brandi feels the vibration in her calves run all the way up into her tongue.

A hundred things try to break out of her at once—explanations, apologies, dumb jokes about how she might’ve gotten lice in the trucker’s cab—but instead she just tips her head to one side, letting her hair mask half her face, and asks, “Did you listen to us?”
 

Scott nods his head, a tiny, careful motion. She can see he’s trying to study her, eyes darting from her washed hair to the bare trace of marks on her neck, to her hands, still holding the cheap plastic handle of her suitcase. She always forgets how much she hates awkward silences until she’s caught in the throat of one.
 

Scott’s voice is so gentle it could be a fingertip: “I heard everything.”
 

Everything? She wants to crawl into the sentence and twist it into something manageable. The hot shiver at her knees returns—embarrassment, maybe, or just the adrenaline of letting herself be heard having sex with another man. She looks at him, his posture so careful it’s almost cartoon. Not angry. Not turned on, either, or at least that’s not the front Scott’s putting up. Just a kind of readiness. She likes that about him, the way he can manage to be a blank page and a bucket of nerves at the same time.
 

She drops her bag by the dresser, toeing it into a corner. The carpet is sticky under her sock, the air thick with the drench of rain and vending machine sugar. She turns to him: “Did you enjoy hearing it?”

He doesn’t answer, not right away, and Brandi feels her heart nudge up, crowding out the air from her lungs. She stares at his mouth—a familiar mouth—remembering what it tasted like after whiskey and rain, the tilt of his teeth, the way he always licked the left corner when he was knotted up with feeling. Watching him now, she wants to climb inside his skull and untangle whatever wires are sparking back there, make the night manageable. Instead she stands and waits, bare legs prickling with cold from the air conditioner.
 

Scott finally looks up, his voice dust-dry. “Yeah. I did.” He can’t meet her eye for long, looks to the TV or the shadow of the air conditioner and then back to her, like each flick is its own apology. “I didn’t know if I’d like it, but…” He’s searching under every surface for a word that isn’t a disaster. “It was kind of—” and here his voice flattens into something new, something fragile and unpracticed— “—amazing.”
 

She lets him off the hook, gives him her smallest, meanest smile, sharp as a tack. “You’re a freak, then. Like you said.” It comes out gentle, meant as a bridge, but it lands jagged. She can see he’s churning, and instead of rolling it out for him, she goes to the window and parts the drape an inch, pretends to be invested in the gurgle of the ice machine down in the lot. The world outside is strip-mall empty, last slice of pink still glimmering out above the convenience store.

She lets the curtain drop and stands a while, the only sound the thud of her own heartbeat. She’s aware of every inch of her body, the heat still radiating behind her ears, the rawness between her thighs. She can feel the thumbprints of Martin’s hands on her hips, invisible but present, a private Morse code only she knows how to read. She wonders if Scott imagines them—wants to map the marks with his own tongue or just pretend they aren’t there.

She turns back, which is enough for him to look at her again, this time not shy about letting his eyes climb up and down the shape of her. The air is wet with anticipation, which is sort of cosmic, if she wants to laugh at herself. She wants to see what happened to her old life, what burned away and what’s left.

She moves a few steps in front of him, “Do you still take me to be your lawfully wedded wife? To have and to hold, in sickness and in health, for the rest of your life?”

Scott remains sitting on the bed, giving her a look that is borderline blank, so she raises an eyebrow at him, signaling that she’s waiting for an actual answer.

“Oh, of course, I mean, I do.” he stammers.

She gives him a smile and slides her shorts off, “Will you forsake all other women? Be loyal to only me, even if I enjoy other men?”

She watches his Adam’s apple bob, the utter lack of protest—just the slow-pooling awe as she stands in cotton panties, the feel of Martin's cum pooling inside them. She can taste the way he’s looking at her, a red metal hum on her skin. The words he offers are mumbled, almost prayerful: “Yes, Brandi. Yes, I will, I do.”
 

She closes the three-foot distance and sits beside him, not shy, not performing, just showing him everything: the marks, the contrast of clean skin and patchy new bruises, the scatter of leftover glitter from the truck stop soap. “You wanna touch me?” It’s not a taunt; it’s a gift, one she means him to unwrap delicately. Scott’s hands hesitate hard, one stalling midair like he’s afraid to land it; then he puts a palm on her thigh, just above the knee, and slides it up. She breathes in—deliberate, slow—so he’ll know it’s okay.
 

She expects Scott to launch at her, to clutch and thrash and devour, but he doesn’t. He’s methodical: hands on her hips, slow as a safecracker, tracing the ridge of bone before running up her waist. She closes her eyes, lets herself be mapped. The difference between Martin’s grip—carnal and bruising—and Scott’s, trembling and careful, is the entire story of their lives. His hands, she realizes, are cooler than the rest of him, and the contrast sends a punch like a snowball from her thigh to the core of her, dizzying and sharp. When he traces a thumb across the old bruise on her hip, he hesitates, a slight snag in the movement, then lightly presses it as if to test whether it still hurts. She likes that, the curiosity of it, the way he’s cataloguing the evidence, taking it for himself. She likes it almost as much as the way he doesn’t make her explain, just presses his mouth to hers, quietly at first, then with a bite of teeth.
 

It is all so much more tender than she expects. Brandi finds herself laughing into his lips, and when Scott pulls back, he’s blushing to the roots of his hair. “Are you sure about this?” he asks.
 

She looks at him. She wants to tell him she isn’t sure of anything, that maybe the whole point is uncertainty, that the only thing that ever felt true was going over the edge and letting herself shatter in someone else’s hands. But she doesn’t. She lines her body up next to his on the bed, cool leg against his warm one, and says: “Yeah. I want you.” The surprise is genuine; she wasn’t sure she would.
 

Scott seems to collapse at that. He sinks into the bed, the bones leaving him, and Brandi lets herself be folded up under his arm, the side-pressure of his chest a familiar vice. He smells like hotel soap, but underneath there’s the trace of something she can only call home. His hands roam her with new intent, and she welcomes his touch like a gift, a sacrament. He kneads at her thighs, gliding from the rise of her knee up to the plushest part of her, hovering there in a disbelief that’s devotional rather than greedy. Where the skin is untouched, he ghosts it, like he’s afraid she’ll vanish if he’s too rough.
 

He buries his nose in the clean plume of her hair and inhales as if he’s been held underwater since the wedding. Brandi wobbles a little with the weight of it, the quiet way his want lands on her chest like a small animal in the dark. She can taste the salt of her own sweat, the trickle of that same dumb excitement climbing the back of her throat, but the urge to flee doesn’t surface. She’s tired of fleeing. The idea of giving herself up, for once letting her body just be loved, almost makes her laugh again—the incongruity of it, after all that’s been done to it in the last three days.
 

Scott’s fingers edge along the waistband of her panties, the touch more like a question than a trespass. She lets him, lifts her hips, lets the cotton peel away. He pauses at her thigh, thumb settling in a bruise and rubbing it softly as if it’s a prayer. His other hand cups her knee, steady, and she realizes he’s shaking. Not a fear shake, but the soft urgency of the addicted, a rhythm familiar to Brandi from her own midnight stints at the very edge of control. His palm lands at her inner thigh, then at the seam at the very top, and she watches—half in, half out of herself—as Scott brushes at her skin as if dusting off an artifact. He asks nothing with his mouth, just moves slow and helpless, the way a man eats his first meal after weeks of famine.

She lets him explore. Lets it be a kindness, even if it feels more like hunger than care. When he slides two fingers along her, she knows that he can feel Martin’s cum with his fingers. When he finds her heat and slips in shallow and then deeper, she tilts her hips to give him the angle, closes her legs to trap him there. He draws a sound from her, accidental and brief, and it’s so honest she almost pulls away. But Scott leans in, tongue at the corner of her mouth, and whispers something she can’t catch but knows anyway. The words are nothing—just air and a tangle of vowels, a grunt of relief maybe—but she hears them anyway, and it makes her walls all the more porous.

“Do you like knowing Martin was there just before I came to see you?” she asks him, causing him to moan against her lips.

He jerks a little—almost a wince, almost yes—and the flush that creeps up his neck is both answer and complication. His thumb stills where it was running feather-circles at the hinge of her thigh. She recognizes the tilt of his jaw, the way he’s swallowing words he can’t trust in the moment. The urge to tip him over, see what spills out, is as delicious as the heat at her core. Scott presses his mouth against hers like he wants to dive in and live beneath the surface. She lets her own tongue taste his—a little salt, a little wintergreen, a faint back-draft of stale vending machine coffee. He kisses quiet but never tentative, just slow, as if he believes, for once, she won’t flee.
 

She wants him to say yes. She wants to see what it does to him, having the monument of another man’s touch right under the skin, fresh and unavoidable. She wants to see him test the bruise, trace the line, come up with a theory and make her confess or confirm. She wants to see if he’ll flinch, or if he’ll double down. She wants him needy, ruined, remade. Maybe she wants herself that way, too.
 

Scott moves his hand, sliding up her thigh, two fingers slick at her entrance, and when he pushes in again, she can feel him notice the friction, the aftertaste, the proof that she was just fucked by another man. His breath catches. She catches his eye, blue and lunar, and she can see the tightness in his jaw, the way his teeth want to grind down the whole moment and hold it inside him forever. He flexes his fingers, a twitch she can feel deep, and the base note of resistance gives way to a steady, greedy pumping—slow, then faster, then slow again, like he’s learning the new geography of her.
 

She wants him to ask. Begs for it, in every tilt or buck of her hips. She doesn’t say anything, and that’s its own tactic: see if he can last in the tension, if he’ll take the dare. He does, to her delight. Scott’s hand works with a fevered reverence, as if memorizing some invocation. Maybe it’s exactly that. He lays his head on her shoulder and pushes two fingers deeper, thumb flicking at the spot where her pulse races. She’s so ready it almost hurts.
 

She pulls him up with both hands—by the shirt, brash and hard—so they’re face-to-face in the ugly motel lamp glow. She offers him the barest breath between them before she takes his lower lip between her teeth and tugs. Just hard enough for him to know she wants the animal in him, not the supplicant. The signal lands, clear as a semaphored flag: Go. Scott’s mouth is on her neck, her clavicle, her chest in slow, careful stages. He’s not a biter, not a bruiser, and for a second she aches for Martin’s roughness, the dark thrill of being held down, bitten, branded—but that’s not what Scott does. Scott lingers on the undercurve of her left breast, lips barely grazing, teeth never daring the flesh. He circles the mark Martin left with his tongue—skirting it, teasing at the knowledge of it, making it his business until her skin burns. Brandi shivers, feels her own phantom hands behind Scott’s, urging him on, wishing his touch forward and down. He tracks time with the rhythm of his jaw, soft and slow, then greedy and hard, more a prayer than any of their wedding vows.
 

She slides her palm up the back of his neck, feeling the electric rash of his scalp, the sense-memory of years together rebuilt molecule by molecule. She likes how the fine sweat at the base tastes, likes that he still smells like the man she's known all these years, just beaten down by the months and weather and regret they share. He nuzzles up, hands on her thighs, sliding them apart so she’s open and exposed and—god, she wants him, the ancient ache at her core a drumroll in her guts.
 

Scott lowers himself, kissing his way down. His breath is so hot on the bruised inside of her thigh that she laughs, shaky and sharp. She was always the show-off in bed, the one who set the tempo, but Scott’s tongue is a slow, wide lap—no rhythm at first, just a soaking of every square inch he can claim. She jolts at the stutter of the tongue, the deliberate press of his lips; there is nothing technical about it, no over-rehearsed routine. It feels like a man waking up from a two-year nap and eating fruit off the very first tree. The flavor is a neon, chemical aftertaste—Martin, herself, Scott’s own spit and sweat, every single bad decision they’ve made together since they first met. The burn of it turns sharp, electric, and she nearly knees him, the jolt so sudden she shakes the whole frame of the bed.
 

He keeps at it, mouth working slow then hard, his hands holding her thighs open in a way that feels like an apology and a promise at once. The sounds he makes—low, throaty, insistent—vibrate up her bones.

“I guess you do like it.” she says. “Can you taste how much he came inside me?”

She braces a foot against the mattress, the cheap frame creaking under the torque, and lets her head go slack. Her back arches, calves seizing with the slow build. She’s never needed Scott more than right now, and the ugly beauty of that thought makes a tiny, stuttered laugh bubble up. He tongues her like it’s the answer to a question he’ll never be allowed to ask, and she can feel it in her chest, in her scalp, the way lightning lives in the back of your neck before you taste the rain. It’s desperate and honest and so good she claws at the pillow behind her, hoping the polyester can hold her together.
 

She comes with a slow, dreaming violence, the wave of it spreading not outward but in: a collapse, a new gravity inside the cavity of her hips. For a moment her vision is fuzzy, the walls tilting, and she thinks if she lets go of Scott, she’ll float away entirely, drift out into the stitched-together night. He’s still there, holding her there, hands steadying her at the hips, mouth buried in the unfinished ache he’s making with his tongue. A laugh trembles up her spine and makes her want to bite him, mark him, leave a fresh claim over the ghosts of all the others. But Scott’s not going anywhere—he’s got his arms hooked under her thighs now, and he’s holding her down, and the world outside is dissolving into noise and the greasy light leaking around the blackout curtains and the taste of her own sweat running down over her jaw.
 

She pulls on his hair, not gently, dragging him upward by the roots and using his face as a lever to bring herself back down to Earth. He lands with a wet grin, lips shining, chin speckled with her own mess.

“Now take me back, do your best to make me forget about the men I’ve been with the last three days.” she tells him with a challenge.

She unbuttons his fly with three neat flicks, then yanks the whole mess down, underwear and all, leaving him naked from the waist down, cock flushed and raging hard. The heat of him is as urgent as her own; the memory of other men makes it brighter, meaner, more necessary.

He pushes his cock inside her, his weight crushing into her as she feels him completely. The push of him is a freight train, a red flare, and Brandi takes it with a wrench of the hips—her thighs still wet from what Scott has licked off her. He drives in as deep as he can, every inch a reminder that this is her bed, her marriage, her story to fuck up as she likes. It’s not the rhythm she’s used to; Scott is all edge and hunger, jerking a little out of control, not perfunctory but not tender, either. He seems to want to erase every trace of Martin while knowing he can’t. She arches up into him, letting her body invite the erasure, the new marks, the proof of a husband’s claim. He paws at her chest with both hands, then one, like he can’t decide whether to hold or devour. His breath turns stuttered. Salt and warm skin, the tang of rain and ozone, the sickly perfume of motel carpet glue. It’s everything at once, hot and breathless and making her want to split the world in half and live only in the shiver between thrusts.
 

She’s not passive, never has been; she lets her hands dig into Scott’s shoulder blades, feeling the tension there, the wire-taut pull of every regret in his body. She wraps a leg around him, brings him closer, and when he looks at her—really looks, eyes bright and glassy and begging her to mean this—she meets his gaze and holds. She wants him to see her. Not the girl he married, not the mess she made, but the woman who is here now, broken and sticky.

“That’s it baby, take me back. Make me yours.” she tells him.

He locks eyes, a blue glass of him, and he seems—just for a second—like maybe he finally believes it. She hooks her heel behind his thigh and drags him deeper, the angle all wrong but so, so right. The mattress beneath her back is hot and slick, the quilt bunched at her hips, and every time his skin smacks against hers it’s a collision of want and want and want. She wishes she could bottle this burn and pour it onto the memory of every fight, every slammed door. She can’t, so she settles for grabbing his ass and—when she feels him start to lose it, that seismic tremor in his whole body—pulls him in and locks him there, her pelvis crushed to his.
 

Scott’s orgasm is a whole-body convulsion. She feels it start in the heels of his feet, cascade up the backs of his thighs, detonate in his gut. He’s loud—a wet, broken, animal sound—unexpected from the normally careful, composed man. It echoes off the blank, dough-colored walls, and Brandi wants to laugh, wants to cry, wants to do anything but let this moment burn out. She holds him as he shudders against her, sweat tracing stripes down his sides. He finally collapses, folding heavy over her, and for the first time in days she lets herself be held, really held, skin to skin and ribs mashed tight.

The sound that comes out of her now is a giggle. A pure, dumb, city-destroying giggle. Maybe she’s crying, too; it’s difficult to tell, because she’s still clutching the back of Scott’s neck, his skin a salty, shivering animal under her palm. He tucks his head into the crook at her shoulder, a damp seal, the heat of his face flattening against the side of her jaw. For an endless moment neither of them moves. The outside world is just the sprinkle of rain in the parking lot and the after boom of their bodies trying to slow from hurricane to stillness.
 

The next sound is the ragged draw of his breath, dragging up her neck. It tickles and she chokes off a laugh, the giggle turning to a snort. “You’re crushing my ribcage,” she manages, her voice muffled in his damp hair. She doesn’t mean it; she wants him heavier, wants to anchor him to her skin so nothing—not memory, not even sleep—can pry them loose.
 

He rolls off her with a kind of drunken carefulness, arms and legs flopping like they’re deciding in real time if they’re meant for walking or flight. She follows, turning onto her side to face him. His chest is red and splotched, hairline pasted to his forehead by sweat. He’s the opposite of what she’s been with the last two men: smaller-framed, not built for brute force, but all focus and energy like a beam of light no one asked for but can’t ignore.
 

For a long minute neither of them speaks. The air is thick with the way motel rooms smell after sex: the sickly vanilla of cleaning spray, the sour of old air and new skin and the lingering crush of sweat. Brandi pushes her hair off her cheek and studies Scott, the slack of his face, the faint line of blue shadow along the jaw she knows so well she could sketch it in the dark. Familiar, but not, some new muscle below the skin flexed and showing itself in the aftermath. She wants to say something brutal and beautiful, wants to pin the whole night to the wall with a single perfect line, but her voice is just a croak and her body’s worn out its quota of drama for the day. She soaks in the silence, the sense that if she holds perfectly still, she might exist forever in this particular warmth.
 

Scott gathers her hand; it feels childish, or maybe ancient, the way he winds their fingers together. His thumb rubs slow arcs over her knuckle, and she likes that he doesn’t go for the apology or the restatement of love. He just hangs on. There’s a tight pinch of something behind her breastbone—a pressure, rising, familiar only from the moments after very bad or very good news. She shivers at it, and Scott misreads. He pulls the comforter up and around her, tight, tucking her in like a child, careful and a little afraid it will all blow away.

The morning is a mess of mildewed sunlight and the distant scream of interstate traffic. Brandi wakes to find her face pressed into the warm indent at the side of Scott’s ribs, her mouth crusty with sleep, a patch of drool welding her cheek to his skin. The world outside thrums with the headache-heat of Oklahoma in May; inside, it’s all A/C and the low, arrhythmic grunts of two people too spent to even snore.

She floats in the gray for a bit, trying to decipher the feeling stacked up behind her breastbone. Guilt? No, not really. Not even pride. Maybe it’s relief, that they survived the first night as themselves and not as the paper dolls they were before. Last night’s mess is sealed in the bedding, in the dank waft coming from the carpet, in the little bruises at the insides of her thighs. She feels mapped over, layered with the remains of every man’s hand or mouth, and that fact—oddly—grounds her. Instead of panic, there’s a slow, hungry pulse beneath her sternum: proof-positive of being alive. Scott wakes with a start—sucks in air like he’s been held under water a few seconds too long. He blinks at her, then at the ceiling, then at her again, as if he’s hoping she’ll swap out for someone less complicated. She’s braced for regret, for the dumb-formal walkback of everything said and done, but all Scott does is exhale, then reach for her. This, she thinks—this is what a real second chance looks like: not a clean reset, but a battered, tangled, honest start.
 

Scott’s chest is sweat-dappled, more bone than brawn, but Brandi traces the familiar pattern of his sternum with a thumb, wanting to claim and re-learn every inch. There’s a line she could draw, fingertip to fingertip, across the map of his skin; each birthmark and scar is a city she remembers with idiot nostalgia. He watches her do it, eyes impossibly clear. No words hang in the air. For once, the tension isn’t explosive, just humming.

Brandi gets up and walks to the window naked and peeks out of the curtains, “I can see a place to get some breakfast before we get on the road.” she says.

She turns around and finds Scott sitting up, admiring her naked form before he asks, “So you’re going with me now?”

She walks back over to the bed, making sure to accentuate her hips, let her breasts shake extra, “Yea, we still have lots of miles we can enjoy together, right?”

“Yes, we do,” he says with a smile, “Let’s take a shower first, then get moving.”

They emerge from the hotel room as a married couple for the first time since they were married, hand in hand as they pile their things into the car. They drive the short distance across the street to the cafe' and order some pancakes and bacon. When they finish, they walk back outside, the morning air already humid. Scott takes both of her hands when they reach the car and turns her to face him.

“I’m so glad to be with you, and hope we are never separated again.” he tells her.

Brandi feels her face heat—her old self would’ve cracked a joke or made a wry deflection, but this is a new Brandi, one who leans into the strange whirl of gratitude and post-orgasmic goodwill. Scott’s words hang in the air, sticky and real. There’s a miniature thunderstorm in her chest, a drum-solo pounding under her ribs.

“I love you Scott and I look forward to our new life together,” she tells him, “Thank you for accepting this new version of me.”

Scott smiles back at her, “I love any version of you and want to give you my support and encouragement.”

She leans close and they embrace, holding onto each other for several heartbeats. When they go to opposite sides of the car, a semi-truck goes by on the highway and blows it’s horn as it passes.

Brandi stands with her hand on the door handle and Scott asks her, “Was that a fan of yours?”

She laughs—really laughs, an uncontrollable cackle that seems to rise out of the batter-scented air. “Truckers do like to talk a lot,” she says. She can still feel the pulsar charge left over from the trucker’s den, every cell in her thighs branded with the afterglow. The sound of the horn trails off, mingling with the squawk of crows from a powerline.

The Oklahoma sun is already burning off any grace the night left behind, but Brandi feels strangely bulletproof now, every regret from last week baked out and replaced with a bright, wild possibility. Scott gives a little nod that looks almost like a bow. Brandi grins, slides in, and lets him watch every long, feline motion of her legs as she does. The upholstery is already hot enough to make her thighs tacky, and there’s a vinegar tang of old sweat and something else—her, probably, radiating out from the seams.

Scott climbs into the driver’s seat, then looks over at his wife smiling, “Plenty of truck stops between here and Arizona we can stop at if you want. Might make some new friends.”

She reaches over, naughty smile widening on her face as she places her hand in his lap, feels the firmness growing already, “I love that idea.”
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