
Stacie relaxed and let herself enjoy the feel of Trish’s body grinding against her. The music never stopped but blended smoothly into one composition. At some point, she became aware of a second pair of hands around her waist and a pelvis grinding against her ass. A wave of desire shot through her. As the stranger’s movements became more insistent, Stacie slid one hand behind her and encountered the bare flesh of a thigh. A hand grabbed Stacie’s and guided it beneath what she suspected was an extremely short skirt.
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Chapter One
 

“This is your last chance, Stacie,” Jack said as he closed his office door behind them.

Stacie wished she had taken time to grab a cup of coffee, but she hadn’t even made it to her desk before Jack spied her and called her into his office. Now she would have to wait until he completed his monthly lecture on punctuality. She was too tired to play the you boss, me peon game today. She decided to try to derail his attempt. “I’m only a couple of minutes late.”

“You’re a half-hour late, and that’s not the only problem. You blew the interview with Congressman Manchester and left us in a bind last night. You knew we were holding space for your copy.” He ran a hand over his shiny bald head. At forty-three, he had given up the losing battle with hair loss and shaved his head.

The calm resolution in Jack Conrad’s voice concerned her more than his dire warning. He wouldn’t dream of firing her. After her recent string of successes, her future with the Voice of Texas was guaranteed. The Voice, as it was more commonly known, was a small Austin daily newspaper. Now that the name Stacie Gillette was practically synonymous with the word exclusive, he wouldn’t fire her over something as asinine as being late a few times a week. She fought to extinguish the tiny flame of doubt that threatened to ignite. She was the only person on the staff, including the senior editor Jack Conrad, who could boast of the national wire service picking up three of her articles within a two-month period.

During her first exclusive, she convinced the mega pop star Roz to make a public announcement of her lesbianism. On the heels of this was her scoop in the prostitution scandal that was still causing shock waves within the Austin capital. That story had proved relatively easy. Following up on a tip from one of her rapidly growing team of informers, she waited outside the hotel room with a camera until the high-ranking state representative stepped out with a scantily clad, sixteen-year-old prostitute clinging to his arm.

Stacie’s crowning glory was the exclusive interview with Robert Hinson, the infamous serial killer known as the Yellow Scarf Strangler. He had strangled six women before the Austin police finally captured him. During his arraignment, Hinson refused to speak to anyone from the press. Stacie used a pair of tickets to a sold-out concert to bribe a jail guard to get her in to see Hinson. After getting to him, it was surprisingly easy to convince him to tell her his story. A small quiver ran through her as she recalled the first time she saw his eyes. They weren’t the cold, hollow fisheyes she anticipated, but instead a soft baby blue. Hinson was twenty-nine, only two years older than her. He was cursed with the same stubborn cowlick that tormented Stacie’s younger brother, Danny. During the course of the interview with the soft-spoken Hinson, she found herself wanting to slick it down as she had so many times for Danny. It took two trips for her to get all of Hinson’s story, but what a story it was.

On the heels of her success came the petty jealousy of resentful coworkers. Peter James, the senior staff reporter for the Voice, whined for days about how Stacie had blown the opportunity of a lifetime. He threw around words like weak writing, sensationalism, and droned on ad nauseam about her stealing a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity from a real reporter who could have turned the interview into a Pulitzer.

Stacie understood he was pissed because she had shown more balls than he ever would. They were all jealous of her youth and talent. Sure, there were things she still needed to learn, but she had graduated summa cum laude from UT Austin. Unlike Peter and several other staffers who were already well over forty, there was still plenty of time for her to make it to the big leagues. She swallowed the smile threatening to betray her. Where would Jack Conrad ever find someone to replace her? She could smooth over the Manchester incident as she had others. What did it matter if she was occasionally late for work, or if she blew a few of the bullshit assignments Jack insisted on sending her way? It wasn’t as if she needed to do any major kissing up. She wouldn’t be with the Voice much longer. It was only a matter of time before an editor from one of the larger newspapers noticed the increased visibility of the Stacie Gillette byline. She felt certain she would be receiving an offer before the year’s end. But, she cautioned herself, until then, it might be wise to keep things cool, just to keep Jack from freaking out. She lowered her head in what she hoped Jack would perceive as remorse.

“You really should work on a different act,” Jack said as he pushed back from his desk. “Your humble pie imitation is getting old.”

“Oh, come on, Jack! You don’t honestly expect me to believe you wouldn’t have told Manchester where to get off, had you been doing the interview.”

She saw the slight tightening in his jaw and knew she shouldn’t continue with the line of thought but couldn’t stop herself.

Jack had given her the assignment with the incumbent Congressman Ralph Manchester along with an admonition to keep her opinions to herself. The interview was supposed to explore Manchester’s views on the new school funding proposal, but Stacie kept directing her questions toward the congressman’s refusal to take a stand on gay marriages. If she could get him to take a public stand either for or against the issue, the larger Texas newspapers were sure to pick up her story.

However, Manchester proved to be a tough old politician who deftly evaded her attempts. To add to her frustration, twice she caught the crafty statesman manipulating her.

When it finally became apparent that Manchester didn’t intend to answer her questions, Stacie tried to bully him. Wasn’t that what hard-nosed journalists were supposed to do? How many times had her journalism instructors pounded it into her? Do whatever it takes, but don’t lose the story.

She pressed harder. Each time she asked a question on gay marriage, he would start talking about school funding, and she would in turn interrupt and ask another question on gay marriage. This continued for several seconds until Congressman Manchester suddenly stood.

“I’m sorry there seems to be some misunderstanding. I came to discuss the school funding issue, but you don’t seem to be interested in what I have to say.” With that, he and his aide walked out of the room.

Smarting from the abrupt dismissal, and not to be outdone by his walkout, she had stormed out behind him. It wasn’t until she was halfway across town that she remembered that space was being held in that night’s run for her interview. Pride kept her from going back and begging the pompous old windbag for a second chance. No one really wanted to read another article about school funding anyway. After almost three months of arguments over the issue, the public was probably as tired of hearing about it as she was. She didn’t feel like going back to the office and facing Jack. It took every ounce of her courage to dial his number, but for once, things went her way. The call went to Jack’s voice mail. She left a quick message, telling him Manchester had been called away before the interview could be completed, and turned her cell phone off. Jack would try to call her for more details, but since it was already after five, she told herself she was officially off work, and there was nothing wrong with being unavailable.

“Stacie, you didn’t complete the assignment,” Jack interrupted her thoughts. “You knew we needed it for the run, but you allowed your ego to get in the way. Your adolescent temper tantrum left several people scrambling last night to fill the space saved for you. To say nothing of how unprofessional you were. Congressman Manchester called me extremely upset. He thought I deliberately misled him on the topic of the interview.”

She glanced around his office to give herself time. Trains were everywhere. The man was almost obsessive in his love for trains. She was tired and her patience was growing thin. It wouldn’t hurt some of the slugs who called themselves reporters to do some real work for a change. If that old fart Manchester had just answered her questions on gay marriages, Jack would be kissing her ass this morning. She couldn’t wait to get away from this joke of a newspaper.

A yawn escaped before she could stifle it. She hadn’t gotten much sleep the previous night. Depressed by the thwarted interview, she had stopped by the bar for a quick beer after work. While she sat there mentally berating the congressman, a leggy, dark-haired woman with gorgeous hazel eyes and firm breasts that begged to be noticed took the seat beside her. An hour later, they went to the woman’s apartment, and sleeping hadn’t been on the agenda.

Jack was still raving about Manchester. Tired of listening, she said, “Jack, there was no story. Manchester is an old—”

He held up his hand. “I don’t intend to discuss this. I’ve already called Congressman Manchester and he’s agreed to meet with us again.”

“It’s a dead-end story. I don’t want to—”

He interrupted her. “I’ve given the assignment to Peter.”

She frowned and started to protest. She didn’t want to do the interview, but she certainly wasn’t going to stand by and have Peter snatch her story away.

“Stacie, I’m warning you. The best thing you can do now is keep quiet.”

The look on Jack’s face stopped her. There was something different about this ass-chewing. She swallowed her argument. It really wasn’t worth the energy anyway. Let Peter take the lame assignment.

Jack pulled his chair back up to his desk. “I have another assignment for you. I want you to interview the author Cheryl Wright. She’s moving here from L.A. She has a reputation of shying away from the press, but her publisher has assured me she’s willing to give us a short interview. Call her and set up a meeting.” He handed her a sheet of paper. “Her latest romance novel is sitting at the number two slot on the New York Times best-seller list. Make sure you read it before the interview.”

“I don’t read romance novels.”

“Well, read this one,” he ordered.

Another nowhere assignment. Stacie decided it would be wiser to hold her complaint and reluctantly pulled a battered pad from her hip pocket. She didn’t intend to waste her free time reading the drivel of a romance novel. Stacie glanced at the paper Jack had given her. Written beneath the author’s name and phone number was a list of titles. One of them caught her attention. “Is she the lesbian writer who wrote the book that caused all the controversy a couple of years ago?”

He nodded. “Yes, it was a fictional romance not so loosely based on the relationship between Dwight Eisenhower and his female driver, Kay Summersby. A lot of people didn’t appreciate her digging up old dirt.”

Stacie rolled her eyes. “Sounds boring.”

“A couple of million readers didn’t think so, and don’t use the term ‘lesbian writer.’ It’s offensive.”

She waved him off. The last thing she needed was for him to get on one of his twenty-minute soapbox lectures.

He sighed and continued, “She has experienced a few unpleasant scenes with the press and doesn’t care much for us, so don’t try to make this more than it is. A simple human interest story is all I’m looking for.” He glanced up at her. “Just to be sure we’re on the same page here, what I mean is, don’t push your own agenda.”

“There is no gay agenda.”

“I didn’t say there was. I said don’t push your agenda.”

Stacie started to retort but realized she probably didn’t have a right to do so. She felt a small sense of relief when he moved on.

“You’ll have to meet her somewhere; she doesn’t want the interview to be held in her home. The only information I have on her is a listing of titles, she’s thirty-four years old, a graduate of Wellesley, and she recently moved here from Los Angeles.”

Stacie experienced a small spark of interest. “What does she look like?”

“I don’t know. As I said, she’s gun-shy with the press. She appears to be something of a recluse. There are no photos on her books, and we haven’t received a press packet on her.”

Stacie made a barking noise, the brief spark of interest gone.

“That’s disgusting. Why do you do that?” he asked.

“What?” she asked, looking up from her notes, genuinely puzzled. “If she were gorgeous her photo would be everywhere.”

He shook his head. “Get the story.” He flipped opened his desk planner. “I’m scheduling this for Tuesday’s paper, so I want it on my desk no later than four on Monday. Take a camera with you and try to get a couple of shots, if she doesn’t mind.” Again, he looked at her. “Don’t push if she doesn’t want the photos taken.”

She stood. “No problem, I’ll have it Monday morning.”

“That’ll be great if you can. Just make sure you do it and do it right. Don’t forget you’ve got your regular pieces.”

“I haven’t forgotten. How could I possibly forget What’s Happening Around Texas and everyone’s favorite, Texas Moments in History?” She started for the door.

“Stacie.”

She stopped with a loud sigh.

“I mean it. This is your last chance. You have the potential to make a top-notch reporter, so don’t blow this.”

Without replying, she left. “What a waste of time,” she mumbled as she closed the door behind her. What was so great about this author anyway? She decides to move to Austin and Jack thinks everyone is dying to read about her. “Not likely.” How much could there be to say about a romance writer anyway?

It was the third week in July. The weather bureau was predicting temperatures in the mid-nineties by the afternoon. She wasn’t looking forward to running around all over town just to talk to this woman. Maybe she could do the interview over the phone. She groaned when she remembered that Jack wanted photos. Just another of the many drawbacks of working for a smaller publication, she thought. You had to be a jack-of-all-trades.

Photos meant she would have to go request a camera from Marianne Dexter in the supply department. Stacie hated having to deal with Marianne, who made her sign in triplicate for every little item taken out. She had been even worse since Stacie lost a tape recorder.

“It wasn’t even a new one,” Stacie grumbled as she made her way to the back stairs. As she trudged down to her dungeon office, she stopped suddenly and smiled. Most of the information she needed could probably be found on the Internet. If she was lucky, maybe there would even be a photo.

After racing to her office, she settled before the battered desk that filled her tiny workspace. Water pipes above her head clanged and rattled. Two years ago, the cramped space and pipe noise had nearly driven her nuts; now she rarely noticed either.

As she logged on to access the Internet, she dreamed about the large corner office she would have someday after she went to work for a real newspaper. The position would be in a large city. She didn’t particularly care which one, as long as it was big, her salary grotesquely high and her office twice the size of Jack’s modest space.

Who knows, she mused as she began typing her search request, with the stories I’ve been writing, I could be leaving this second-rate rag even before the end of the year. That thought brought on a glow of anticipation that was only slightly dampened by the poor results brought about by her search request on Cheryl Wright.

She glanced through the few items gleaned from the search and quickly discarded them as useless. Most were gushy reviews of Cheryl’s previous romance novels, while the rest were the usual list of book dealers. After closing the connection, she yawned and began to spin her chair in slow circles. She hadn’t told Jack, but her two ongoing weekly assignments were completed. Had she told him, he would have sent her out to cover some rinky-dink women’s social event. With nothing to do, she didn’t feel like sitting in the dungeon all day.

As she continued to spin, an idea grew. She would call Cheryl Wright and schedule the interview for lunch. Then she could write off her lunch as a business expense. She’d ask the writer a few stock questions and then skip out for the rest of the day. Jack wouldn’t know how long the interview took. She would have time to go home and sleep before meeting her best friend, Brenda, at the bar for their weekly Thursday night get-together.

She grabbed the paper Jack had given her with the contact information for Cheryl Wright and dialed the number.

The voice that answered the phone sounded gruff, as though picking up the receiver had caused her a hardship.

“Stacie Gillette. I’m a reporter with the Voice of Texas.” She paused and let the statement hang. She loved the sound of the words. No matter how many times she said them, it always gave her a thrill. The pause usually produced another effect she enjoyed immensely. People couldn’t stand silence. As soon as she stopped talking, the person on the other end would rush to fill the quiet.

Rather than the usual rush of greeting, all she heard was a frantic clacking noise. It took her a second to realize she was hearing the clatter of computer keys.

“Hello,” Stacie said. 

“Just a minute.”

More typing followed. Of all the arrogant . . . Stacie’s impatience got the better of her. “Look, if you don’t have time, I’ve got other interviews to do.”

“Fine.”

Stacie’s jaw dropped as the phone went dead. She slammed the receiver down. Who did this woman think she was, anyway? So her book was on the New York Times best-seller list. It was a romance novel. Did Cheryl Wright think reporters were waiting in line for an opportunity to interview her? Stacie wadded the paper with Cheryl’s number and tossed it toward the trash can. She reached inside her desk drawer for her contraband CD of computer games. The newspaper’s computer geek had made her remove the games from her PC, but she could still access the games directly from the CD. She would play Solitaire until lunch and then invent some excuse to take off. She hadn’t gone home sick in a few weeks; maybe she’d develop some mysterious illness in the next couple of hours. As she pulled out the CD, she remembered Jack’s final words. She didn’t believe he would fire her, but it probably wasn’t cool to ditch two interviews in as many days. With a weary sigh, she tossed the CD back into her desk and swallowed her pride as she redialed Cheryl’s number. She gritted her teeth as the phone rang several times before clicking over to voice mail. I am not leaving a message for this self-centered, arrogant bitch.

Stacie was in the middle of her Solitaire marathon when her phone rang. She glanced at the phone and wished for the umpteenth time they would give her a set with caller ID. It was probably Cheryl Wright calling back. She answered the phone in what she considered her best “I’m in charge” voice.

“Hey, big sister. Do you always sound like you’re about to rip off somebody’s head, when you answer the phone?”

She smiled. “That’s my professional voice,” she teased. “Why haven’t I heard from you lately, little brother? I was starting to worry about you.”

“Oh, you know, I’ve been busy.”

“How’s school?” Danny was in his final year at Texas A&M.

“Fine. What have you been up to?” Was it her imagination or had he hesitated slightly before answering?

“Are you sure you’re okay? You’re not sick or anything, are you?” she asked. Finances were always a constant source of struggle for him. Even with the money she was able to send him and what he made with his part-time jobs, there never seemed to be enough. “If things are getting tight, I could send—”

“I’m not calling about money. I just called to see how you’re doing.”

“I’m glad you did. I’ve missed talking to you.” Because finances were so tight they didn’t talk nearly as long as Stacie would have liked. It wasn’t until after he had hung up that she realized he had said very little about himself. As she sat staring at the phone, she wondered if he really was all right.

Stacie spent the remainder of the morning playing Solitaire. She dialed Cheryl’s number several more times, to no avail. Jack sent her an e-mail just before lunch informing her that he wanted everyone in the conference room at three. Human Resources wanted to do the yearly overview of the Code of Ethics. With her escape plan destroyed, she skipped lunch and caught a couple of hours’ sleep at her desk. She spent the remainder of the day browsing the Internet. If anyone questioned her access time, she could explain it away as research.

It was a little after four when the meeting with Human Resources ended. Stacie phoned Cheryl Wright one final time. When the voice mail kicked on, she started to hang up but suddenly had an idea. The simplicity of it made her smile. “Ms. Wright, this is Stacie Gillette with the Voice of Texas. If you’re still interested in doing an interview, I will be at Hav-A-Java tomorrow morning at nine-thirty.” She quickly left the address to the coffee shop and hung up.

She chuckled at her brilliance. The coffee shop was only a few blocks from her apartment. She could sleep in and still make it in plenty of time. If Cheryl Wright appeared, fine, she’d do a quick interview. If she didn’t, it was still all right. She could tell Jack with all honesty that she had tried to do the interview, but the author hadn’t shown. He couldn’t blame her for the acts of some quirky writer.

Satisfied that she had done everything possible to secure the interview, she grabbed her car keys. It was time to have some fun.



Chapter Two
 

There were fewer than a half a dozen cars in the parking lot of Rosie’s when Stacie arrived. The place wouldn’t start rockin’ until much later. She and Brenda liked to get together before the crowd arrived. That left them free later in case they got lucky.

As she stepped inside, a frigid wave of stale cigarette smoke and the pounding bass beat of an early Madonna song engulfed her. She hesitated just inside the door to allow her eyes time to adjust to the room’s dim interior. She and Brenda met here every Thursday to catch up, and occasionally they would return together on the weekend. Usually Stacie had better things to do with her weekends than catching up on gossip with Brenda.

As soon as her eyes adjusted, she saw Brenda waving to her from their favorite table, front and center of the dance floor. Stacie waved back before heading to the bar to order a beer.

The bartender, Zoey, a tall, back-to-nature dyke with short, slicked-back hair gave Stacie a nod as she approached. “What’ll you have?”

“Corona.”

Zoey reached into the cooler for the beer. As she popped the cap and slipped a wedge of lime over the lip of the bottle, Stacie discreetly studied Zoey’s never-changing wardrobe of a well-worn denim work shirt with sleeves neatly rolled and jeans.

Zoey was something of a legend around Austin. At one time or another, she had tended bar at most of the women’s bars, and everyone knew that if Zoey was on, you didn’t try any crap. Start a fight and you’d find yourself banned from the place for weeks. Stacie had seen Zoey literally throw a woman twice her size over her shoulder after the woman went ballistic at finding her girlfriend’s tongue swabbing someone else’s tonsils.

Stacie couldn’t understand why, but women flocked to Zoey. Even Brenda had dated her for a few weeks. Stacie couldn’t see the attraction. She preferred women who were more feminine, and thankfully, there were plenty of those.

Stacie dated a lot, but she made sure each woman knew right up front that she wasn’t in the market for happy-ever-after. Her career came first. She told herself that once she was firmly entrenched in her dream job, then maybe she would consider settling down, but for now there were far too many beautiful women to limit herself to only one. Why go to an all-you-can-eat buffet and only have a salad?

Zoey set the frosty Corona crowned with a tangy wedge of lime on the bar with a gesture that Stacie always thought of as a chin wave; the head goes back as the chin snaps up in acknowledgment.

Without intending to, Stacie mimicked the gesture and instantly felt as stupid as she probably looked. To cover her embarrassment she tossed some bills on the bar. “Keep the change,” she muttered as she scurried away to where Brenda waited. As she left, she thought she heard Zoey’s deep rumbling laugh.

Stacie and Brenda became friends while they were attending UT Austin. Stacie was majoring in journalism and Brenda in nursing. No one, least of all them, understood their friendship. They were complete opposites, and there had never been any sexual attraction between them. While Stacie had often been told that she was almost too self-confident, Brenda was in constant need of being reassured about practically everything. Stacie’s life moved in a straight line. She never completely left one opportunity until a better one was available to take its place, but Brenda changed jobs more often than most people changed the oil in their car. She currently worked at a nursing home and was lucky enough to have landed a day shift.

“Hey, Stacie. You’re here early.”

“Yeah, I had a pisser of a day, so I cut out as soon as I could get away,” Stacie said. “Let me tell you—”

“I’ve met the coolest, sexiest woman,” Brenda interrupted. “Do you think she’ll be the one?”

Stacie swallowed her groan. Her hopes of venting her own problems and the injustices heaped upon her the last couple of days evaporated. If a new woman was in Brenda’s life, nothing short of a national disaster would shut her up. Brenda didn’t allow Stacie time to comment before launching in on the attributes of her new love interest.

Stacie sat down and took the tiniest sip of her beer. She had long ago developed a talent for nursing a drink for hours on end. In truth, she didn’t even care for the taste of beer, but all her friends drank it, so she followed suit.

Brenda was telling her something about green eyes. Stacie turned on her best I’m all ears, tell me everything face before tuning Brenda out and beginning her discreet perusal of the other bar patrons. No one caught her attention, but it was still early.

Brenda was so engrossed in her story that she didn’t seem to notice Stacie’s lack of attention.

It was a good forty-five minutes later when a woman walked in wearing a dark military uniform. Now that takes balls, Stacie thought. She sipped her beer and eyed the woman’s shapely legs that seemed to go on forever before disappearing beneath a skirt that Stacie suspected was much too short to meet military standards.

The woman stopped just inside the door and scanned the room.

She’s looking for someone or this is her first time here and she doesn’t know the layout of the room, Stacie decided. A few seconds later, the woman made her way to the bar.

Stacie resisted the temptation to tell Brenda to be quiet as she strained to hear the woman’s voice. A quick glance around at the other bar patrons let her know she wasn’t the only one interested in the new arrival. Only Brenda, who was talking about her new girlfriend’s dimples, seemed oblivious.

A familiar warmth began low within Stacie as she made a slow visual inspection. The uniform jacket accentuated all the right places, and the skirt hugged slim hips that tapered into those long, slender legs. Her dark hair was short but styled in a deliberate tousled look that suggested a hint of wild abandonment.

Their eyes met as the woman turned. She held a bottle of water. The dim lighting from behind the bar allowed Stacie to see the slow welcoming smile tease the corner of the woman’s full lips. They continued to maintain eye contact until the stranger chose a table and sat down. The heat within Stacie grew. She wouldn’t be leaving alone tonight. She hesitated as a spark of the old doubt that had once consumed her tried to slither back. She fought it down with a reminder that no one knew her background. Here she could be anyone she wanted. With a deep breath to steady her pounding heart, she stood.

“I’ll catch you later,” Stacie said, interrupting Brenda’s love chronicle. Without waiting for Brenda’s response, she headed for the woman’s table. As she made her way across the floor, she had a fleeting thought of the interview with Cheryl Wright the following morning, but it wasn’t worth worrying about right now. As she drew even with the table, she flashed her best you are the center of my universe smile.

“You always move this fast?” the woman asked in a low voice tinged with a wonderful velvety softness.

A dozen tiny fingers of delight crawled up Stacie’s spine as the richness of the voice wrapped around her like a warm blanket on a cold winter’s night. All of Stacie’s senses went on alert. She was in her zone, doing what she did best: charming women. She braced her arms along the back of the chair opposite the woman and smiled as she set herself a goal, as she did with each new conquest. She predicted she would be stroking this woman to climax in less than an hour and fifteen minutes. Her personal best was fifty-two minutes.

“Won’t you join me?” the woman asked.

When she sat, Stacie caught the alluring scent of the woman’s perfume. “I’m Stacie,” she said as she held out her hand.

“Melody,” the woman replied as her thumb caressed the back of Stacie’s hand.

Stacie tried to control her pounding heart as Melody slowly released her hand. Maybe I’ll break my own record tonight, Stacie thought as she said, “It’s nice to meet you, Melody Spencer.”

A frown of confusion with a mingling of concern crossed the woman’s face.

Stacie chuckled and let her fingertips trace the bottom edge of the nametag that rested so seductively above the woman’s right breast.

Melody glanced down and nodded. “Ah, the nametag. I always forget.”

Stacie arched her eyebrows. “Strange. I couldn’t take my eyes off it.” She ran her fingers across the tag again before leaning back and picking up her beer. She almost shouted in triumph at the slight flash of disappointment that raced over Melody’s face.

In this game, timing was everything. Stacie already knew they would be leaving together. The trick now was to make Melody think it was her idea. There would be less chance of a scene tomorrow morning. She was vaguely aware of Brenda walking past them on her way to one of the pool tables.

“We don’t see many women in uniform in here,” Stacie said. “In fact, you’re my first.”

Melody smiled. “I can’t believe I’m your first.”

“Are you stationed around here?” Stacie asked, deliberately ignoring the insinuation.

Melody stared at her for a long second. “Do you really want to waste all our time talking?”

Stacie struggled to keep the surprise from her face. She was normally the one pushing things to the next level, but what the heck. “As a matter of fact, no. Would you like to go somewhere else?”

“Why leave? You aren’t opposed to a little . . . adventure, are you?”

Without breaking eye contact, Stacie took a small sip of beer to calm her throbbing heart and to buy her some time to think. She had never been propositioned in such a blatant way. She felt off-balance. How far did she dare go? If Zoey caught them doing anything out of line, she’d toss them both. Considering the bar was her main source of action, Stacie didn’t want to be banned. Before she could say anything, Melody’s bare foot began to ease its way up her leg and between her thighs.

A thin bead of sweat exploded along Stacie’s hairline. A quick glance around reassured her that Zoey was busy stocking the back coolers, Brenda was still playing pool and the few other patrons were occupied talking, playing pool or shooting darts. Everyone seemed too busy to notice what was going on under the table. It’s probably too dark in here for anyone to see what we’re doing, she told herself as Melody’s foot continued its probing.

Stacie tried not to squirm, but the boldness of the act and the smoldering look in Melody’s eyes were having a profound effect. She drew in several deep breaths to regain control of her body and the situation.

“Maybe we should go somewhere a little more private,” she choked out as Melody’s toes began a slow rubbing action.

“Or maybe you should just relax and let me do what I want.”

“Wh—what do you want to do?” Stacie was on the verge of coming. She mentally began to list the names of all the dead presidents she could remember. Anything to take her mind off the wonderful sensations Melody’s toes were creating.

“First, I want you to relax. No one is going to see us, and if they do, they won’t say anything. They’ll simply watch and wish it were them sitting in your seat. Now, give me some room to show you what I want.”

Stacie’s heart stuck in her throat. Did she dare?

Melody’s foot became more insistent and Stacie felt as though she were looking down on the entire scene from far away. She could almost see Melody’s foot nestle deeper between her legs.

“I want to make you come right there in your chair,” Melody answered.

Stacie tried her dead presidents trick again, but by now she was having trouble recalling the current president’s name. Lust consumed her and to her horror and disbelief, with one last glance around, she obeyed. As she opened her legs, she found her body easing down slightly into the seat, allowing Melody complete access.

“That’s better,” Melody cooed. “Now relax and enjoy.”

Stacie tried to relax, but the knowledge that Zoey could glance over at any moment or that Brenda might decide to join them kept her rigid. Or maybe her tenseness was a result of the pressure from Melody’s foot. As the motion grew steadily faster and more insistent, Stacie fought a losing battle with her body’s natural urge to move in unison. When the intensity of her desire became unbearable, she reached beneath the table and grabbed Melody’s foot, drawing it tighter against her. Stacie felt the first delicious ache of orgasm just out of reach. Melody eased the pressure of her movements. Stacie arched sharply forward, trying to get closer. As she did so, the table slid forward with a loud screech. Stacie was well beyond caring. From a distance, she heard Melody’s voice.

“When I turned from the bar and saw you,” Melody said in a voice low and teasing, “I knew it was going to be a good evening. I knew you’d spread your legs for me.”

“Not here she won’t.”

Stacie whipped around as one of Zoey’s massive hands clamped down on her shoulder. Her lust disappeared faster than a snowfall in August.

“Um, hey, Zoey,” she stammered. “What’s up?” She suddenly realized that in her desperate chase of Melody’s manipulating toes, she had practically scooted herself off the chair. She tried to pull herself back into a normal upright position, but Zoey’s hand wasn’t going to allow her to move. From across the room, she could see people staring their way and snickering. Sheer mortification quickly replaced the scorching flush of lust.

Zoey leaned forward between them. “I think it’s time you left,” she said, nodding toward Melody while keeping her hand firmly planted on Stacie’s shoulder. “This is your second warning. So don’t come back until you can control those toes.”

Stacie was certain her face was glowing brighter than the South Padre Lighthouse, but Melody simply shrugged before winking at Stacie and walking away.

“I’ll meet you outside,” Stacie called after her. Melody kept walking.

As soon as the door closed behind Melody, Zoey turned to Stacie. “What do you mean, trying to pull that shit in my bar? Do you know what would’ve happened if Rosie had walked in and caught you two? Or some vice cop? You know how they’re always poking around here. They’d love an excuse to shut this place down.”

“We weren’t doing anything,” Stacie squeaked.

Zoey rapped her sharply across the back of her head. “What? You think I’m stupid? The whole place saw you giving her a foot massage with your crotch. Now get on out of here. I don’t wanna see you for the next three weeks.”

Stacie couldn’t stop the whine in her voice. “Come on, Zoey. Not three weeks. That’s not fair.”

“Go home and take a cold shower.” Zoey started walking away and then stopped. “Listen, you’re not a bad kid, but you’ve gotta stop thinkin’ with your crotch. I see you in here two, three times a week and you’re always leaving with somebody new. There ain’t no future in that.”

Stacie stood and struggled for a retort that would help salvage what was left of her pride, but for once words failed her.

“Don’t come back for three weeks,” Zoey reminded her as she walked away.

“Maybe I won’t be back at all. You’re not the only bar in town.”

“Your choice,” Zoey said and shrugged.

Stacie could feel the eyes of every woman in the bar following her to the door. She saw Brenda standing by the pool table. For a brief moment she envisioned a wild fantasy of Brenda joining her. They would walk out together and one by one, all of the other women would follow until there was no one left but Zoey.

She squared her shoulders and smirked. Zoey was about to find out that Stacie Gillette was no snot-nosed kid who could be pushed around. She changed her course toward the pool table where Brenda and a small group of women stood staring. As she did so, the women began to turn away from her. Brenda hesitated a moment before shaking her head and turning away.

Memories arrived on black wings with sharp talons poised to shred her confidence. Tears blurred her vision. To hell with them. She didn’t need the approval of any of those losers. This wasn’t the only bar in town. She didn’t dwell on the fact that it was the only one she liked. Spinning on her heel, she stormed out the door into a blistering parking lot. She looked around, but Melody hadn’t waited for her. She didn’t mean anything to me anyway, she reminded herself. What a perfect ending for a completely crappy day. I’m not leaving the house tomorrow, she told herself as she crossed the parking lot and got into her sweltering car. She inserted the key into the ignition and turned it, only to hear a sickening click. “No,” she moaned. She tried cranking the car once more before reaching down and flipping on the radio. Nothing happened. The battery was dead. “This is just fucking great.”

She snatched the car keys out of the ignition and threw the car door open before realizing she couldn’t go back into the bar. She felt certain Zoey wouldn’t be so cold-hearted as not to help her, but she had no intention of going back in and asking. Her apartment wasn’t that far from the bar. She’d simply walk home. As she stood by the car, the heat from the parking lot began to seep through the soles of her shoes. She pulled her cell phone off her belt, intending to call Brenda’s cell and ask her give her a ride home. Then she remembered how Brenda had turned away from her in the bar.

It’s only a few blocks and walking will do me good, she decided. She hadn’t been getting enough exercise lately.
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