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The neon lights outside Jimmy Ray's Place flickered on and off, each time re-illuminating in a different color, casting the parking lot into an unchoreographed light show. Inside, the air was thick with decades of cigarette smoke that no amount of cleaning could erase, mingled with the yeasty sweetness of spilled beer that had seeped into the floorboards. Five flat-screen televisions mounted above the scarred oak bar played a silent symphony of sports; basketball, hockey, and baseball highlights on an endless loop. The sixth screen, smaller and grainier, displayed a grid of eight security camera feeds. 

Alicia Biggs moved behind the bar with the efficient grace of someone who'd poured a thousand drinks without thinking. At thirty-two, she was still pretty in that tired way that comes from too many late nights and not enough sleep. Her dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail that had started the shift tight and neat but now hung loose, a few strands framing her angular face. She'd been working at Jimmy Ray's for three years, long enough to know everyone's drink, everyone's story, everyone's bullshit.

"Alicia, sweetheart, you gonna make me beg?" Steve Glenn's voice boomed from his usual spot at the bar's corner. He was a big man, fifty-something, with hands like catcher's mitts, calloused from twenty years managing the warehouse over on Industrial Drive. 

"You beg every night, Stevie boy,” Alicia responded. “Doesn't make the beer pour any faster." But she was already pulling the tap, letting the foam settle just the way he liked it.

"That's what I love about you," Steve said, accepting the glass. "You got no respect for your elders. Pour me another shot of that peanut butter whiskey while you're at it. Never know when you're gonna pay me any attention again." 

"Make it two on Steve's tab," called Max Holloway from the pool table, where he was lining up a shot. Max was younger, early forties, with the lean, sun-weathered build that came from construction work. He sank the seven ball and grinned. "I'm sure he still owes me one or two with his broke-ass self."

"Kiss my white ass, Holloway," said Steve.

"Nah man, you'd like that too much," came Max's retort. "Besides, I'd need hazard pay and a tetanus shot. Ain’t nobody got time for that." 

Colleen Murphy laughed from her booth, the sound bright and sharp. She sat across from her husband, John, their weekly date night ritual playing out like clockwork. Colleen made pizzas at Dog Town, a small pizzeria just down the road, and she smelled forever of oregano and tomato sauce. Not unpleasant, just permanent. John was quieter. He nursed his whiskey and watched his wife with the patient affection of a healthy marriage. As long as she was having fun, he was good. 

"You two are like an old married couple," Colleen said to Steve and Max.

"Yeah, as long as I'm the daddy," Max shot back.

Nine-thirty and the place was rockin'. Every booth was full, the pool table had a line of quarters marking the next five games, and the karaoke stage was lit up like a small-town Broadway. The DJ, a talented singer, who called herself "DJ Serenade," was dressed in a faded Jimmy Ray’s t-shirt and calling up singers from a rotation list that had swelled to fifteen names. 

On stage, a woman in her fifties was belting out "I Will Survive" with more enthusiasm than pitch. The crowd cheered anyway, a few people singing along. DJ Serenade was already queuing up the next track, checking her list.

"Next up, we've got Tommy coming to the stage to do 'Sweet Caroline!'" Serenade's voice boomed through the speakers.

A roar of approval went up from a table near the back as a young guy in a baseball cap bounded toward the stage, high-fiving his friends on the way. 

This was Jimmy Ray's Place on a Friday night, loud, chaotic, alive with the energy that came from people determined to forget about their week. Alicia moved through it all with practiced efficiency, pouring drinks, making change, wiping down the bar between orders.

Then she walked in.

Erin Carter may not have been the most beautiful woman Alicia had ever seen, but there was something about her that made it impossible to look anywhere else. She wore tight jeans that hugged every feminine curve, accentuating her perfect ass. Round and firm, the denim stretched taut across it as she moved. Her blouse was a deep burgundy, low-cut with the top three buttons undone, revealing the swell of flawless breasts and a line of cleavage that drew the eye like gravity. Her blonde hair fell loose around her shoulders, catching the colored lights from the stage, and when she laughed at something the tall man beside her said, her entire face lit up.

Ryan Carter, her husband, held her hand as they navigated through the crowded bar. He was good-looking in that clean-cut way, tall and broad-shouldered, wearing khakis and a polo shirt like he'd just come from the office. They looked happy, the way couples do at the start of a night out, before the drinks and the tiredness and the small resentments start to show.

They were lucky to find a table, a small two-top near the wall that had just opened up. Ryan pulled out Erin's chair, and she slid into it with a grace that made Alicia's mouth go dry. When Erin leaned forward to study the drink menu, her blouse fell open at the neckline, just enough for Alicia to catch a glimpse of the soft curve of her collarbone, the delicate hollow of her throat. She traced the line of Erin's neck with her eyes, watching the way her skin caught the bar's amber light, the subtle rise and fall of her breathing. She had to force herself to look away.

“Hi! What can I get you?" Alicia asked when they approached the bar a few minutes later, her voice coming out steadier than she felt.

"A vodka cranberry and a Miller Light," Ryan said, pulling out his wallet.

Alicia made the drinks, hyperaware of Erin standing just a few feet away, flipping through the karaoke song list with the enthusiasm of someone determined to have a good time. The blouse shifted as she moved, the fabric clinging to her curves, and Alicia felt something hot and uncomfortable twist in her chest.

Stop it, she told herself. She's married. She's a customer. Get control of yourself.

But she couldn't stop looking.

On stage, Tommy was finishing up "Sweet Caroline," the entire bar singing along to the chorus. "Sweet Caroline, BAH BAH BAH! Good times never seemed so good, SO GOOD! SO GOOD! SO GOOD!"

Alicia handed Ryan his change, which is thoughtfully deposited into her tip jar, and watched as he and Erin returned to their table. Erin was already swaying to the music, her hips moving in a way that made Alicia's pulse quicken. She forced herself to turn away, to focus on the next customer, but her eyes kept drifting back.

The night unspooled in a blur of drinks and music. A guy named Terry did a surprisingly good rendition of "Livin' on a Prayer." A group of college girls took turns singing Spice Girls songs, their voices blending in tipsy harmony. An older man with a gravelly voice did Johnny Cash, and the entire bar went quiet to listen.

And through it all, Alicia watched Erin.

Erin's laughter cut through the bar, bright, uninhibited, the sound that made Alicia's chest tighten. She leaned close to Ryan, her hand finding his arm, and when she moved, the low-cut blouse gaped open, revealing the smooth curve of her collarbone, the swell of her breasts catching the neon glow. Her hips swayed in her seat, the tight jeans molding to the curve of her ass, leaving nothing to the imagination. The fabric pulled taut with each movement, and Alicia's mouth went dry watching the way Erin's body moved without self-consciousness, without awareness of how completely she commanded the surrounding space.

Alicia reached for a bottle of vodka, her eyes tracking Erin's movement across the room. The liquid kept pouring, two fingers, three, four, until it nearly reached the rim of the glass.

"Whoa, easy there," the customer said with a nervous laugh.

Alicia blinked, looked down at the overfilled glass. "Sorry. Let me..." She grabbed a fresh glass, started over, her hands moving through the motions while her gaze slid back to Erin's table.

A twenty landed on the bar. She made change automatically, counted out bills, and pushed them across. The customer frowned, counted them himself. "This is only twelve. Should be fifteen." 

"Right. Sorry." Alicia's face flushed as she fumbled for three more singles, her fingers clumsy, uncooperative.

She turned to grab a beer glass from the rack, and it slipped from her grip, shattering against the floor in an explosion of glass. Several customers looked over. Alicia crouched down, swept up the shards with shaking hands, her smooth efficiency fractured into jerky, disconnected movements. 

"Jack and Coke," someone said at the bar.

Alicia stood, nodded, and reached for the Jack Daniels. Her hand hovered over the bottles, uncertain. Jack and Coke. Jack and Coke. She poured the Coke first, then the whiskey, realizing halfway through she'd done it backward. 

"Hey, can I get..."

"What?" Alicia's head snapped toward the voice.

The man blinked at her. "A Bud Light. Can I get a Bud Light?"

"Yeah. Sorry." She grabbed the bottle, popped the cap, and set it down too hard. Beer foamed over the rim.

Her body moved on autopilot, pouring, mixing, serving, but her attention kept fracturing, splintering, pulled back to Erin like a magnet. The way she moved. The way she laughed. The curve of her body in that chair. Alicia's hands trembled as she poured another drink, liquid sloshing over the side of the glass and pooling on the bar.

She wiped it up quickly, her breath coming faster, shallower. Her chest felt tight. Her vision narrowed to a tunnel with Erin at the center, everything else blurring at the edges.

Get control. Get control. Get control.

But she couldn't.

Around ten-thirty, DJ Serenade finally called Erin to the stage. “Y’all put your hands together for Erin doing 'Before He Cheats!'" Erin bounded up to the stage with the kind of uninhibited joy that only comes from being a few drinks in. She grabbed the microphone and launched into the song with more enthusiasm than skill, her voice slightly off-key but full of emotion.

The crowd loved it. They cheered and clapped along, and Erin fed off their energy, dancing and gesturing dramatically. When she hit the chorus, ‘Maybe next time he’ll think before he cheats’, she pointed at Ryan with a playful grin, and he smiled back, but Alicia could see the tightness around his eyes. 

Alicia couldn't take her eyes off her. The way she moved, the way her body swayed to the music, the way her breasts danced beneath the burgundy blouse. The way her ass looked in those jeans when she turned away from the crowd. It was intoxicating and maddening and Alicia felt like she was drowning.

When the song ended, Erin took a bow to thunderous applause and made her way back to her table, flushed and breathless. Ryan said something to her, and her smile faltered just slightly.

The night wore on. A guy named Rudy did "Don't Stop Believin'" and got everyone singing along. Two women did a duet of "Summer Nights" from Grease. Some dude was coaxed on stage by his friends and nervously sang "Wonderwall," his voice cracking on the high notes but earning genuine applause.

Erin went up twice more, once for "You Oughta Know" by Alanis Morissette, and again for "Man! I Feel Like a Woman!" by Shania Twain. Each time, she was a little drunker, a little louder, a little more uninhibited. And each time, Alicia watched with an intensity that bordered on obsession. 

By eleven-thirty, the cracks in Ryan and Erin's evening were starting to show. Alicia could see them from across the bar, Ryan checking his watch, his posture stiff. Erin ordering another drink, her movements getting sloppy. The way they weren't quite looking at each other anymore.

A woman named Patricia was on stage doing "I Will Always Love You," her voice surprisingly powerful. The crowd was into it, swaying and holding up their phone flashlights like lighters. 

"Come on, babe, let's wrap it up." Ryan's voice carried across the bar during a quiet moment between songs, tight with frustration. "I'm exhausted."

"One more song!" Erin's words had that careful precision of someone trying not to slur. "We just got here."

"C’mon, baby. We've been here for hours."

"Why are you in such a grinchy mood? You're ruining my buzz, Mr. Buzzkill," Erin giggled at her own joke.

Alicia kept herself occupied polishing glasses, though she could practically feel the tension coming off their table like heat from a radiator. Onstage, a guy named Robert was singing Piano Man, and nearly half the bar joined in. “I’m tired, Ryan said. “I’m just ready to get in bed. It’s been a long week. We’ve been here long enough. 

“Long enough?” Erin laughed. “Don’t be like that. It’s just getting started. Look,” she said waving her arm around the crowd of people all seeming to be in party mode.

“I’m tired, baby. I want to go to bed.” Ryan said, more firmly this time.

“But I want to dance,” came Erin’s reply. “Stay and dance with me.

"No." Ryan stood abruptly, his chair scraping against the floor. "If you want to stay, you can stay. I'm going home."

"Ryan, what the hell..." Erin said after him. “What the hell is your problem?”

But he was already weaving through the crowd toward the door, his jaw set. The door swung shut behind him with a decisive thud that was swallowed by the music. 

For a moment, Erin just sat there, her face cycling through emotions, anger, embarrassment, defiance. She looked around the bar to see if anyone had been paying them any attention. Then she squared her shoulders, got up, and made her way to the bar, sliding onto a stool directly in front of Alicia. The movement made her blouse part, revealing even more of her flawless cleavage, and Alicia had to force herself to focus on Erin's face. But Steve and Max both noticed and gave each other a sheepish grin.

"Tequila," Erin said. "Please."

Alicia poured. Their fingers brushed as Erin took the shot glass, and Alicia felt something electric run up her arm. Erin's skin was warm and soft, and for just a second, their eyes met.

Colleen suddenly appeared at Erin’s elbow like a sympathetic ghost. "Men," she said, sliding her empty glass across the bar to Alicia. "Bunch of assholes."

“Oh, you saw that, did you?” Erin said sheepishly.

“I’m guessing we all did,” Colleen said. “Asshole.”

"Amen to that," Alicia said, pouring each of them another shot, including one for herself, and raising it. "To men being assholes."

Steve was already three beers deep, gesturing wildly at Max. "I'm telling you, she kept the house, the car, and somehow, somehow, I'm still paying for the damn cats. The cats, Max. Toby and McGuire. She loves those things more than she ever loved me, and I'm out here working doubles to keep them in fancy feast."

Max shook his head, laughing. "Man, at least you got out. My foreman's got us working twelve-hour days in hundred-degree heat. Says if we stop sweating, he stops paying. Jerk-off."

"That's insane," Erin said, surprising herself. She'd been listening, half-turned on her stool, and the words just came out.

Steve turned to look at her, his expression shifting from complaint to curiosity. "First time at Jimmy Ray's?"

"Guilty," Erin said, and something in her tone, maybe the wry acceptance, made Steve grin.

"Well, welcome to Jimmy Ray's," he said, raising his beer. "Where the drinks are cold and the men are disappointing."

Colleen laughed, a sharp, genuine sound. "Now that's the truth."

Erin smiled, and when she raised her tequila shot to meet Steve's beer, she felt something shift. The tension from the argument with Ryan loosened. These people, these strangers, had just made space for her without making a big deal of it.

On stage, the karaoke continued. A woman named Sarah did "Total Eclipse of the Heart." A guy named Mike did "Bohemian Rhapsody" and actually pulled it off. Three girlfriends did "Wannabe" by the Spice Girls and had the entire bar laughing.

And through it all, Alicia kept pouring, kept talking, kept finding excuses to lean close to Erin, to catch the scent of her perfume, to see the way her eyes crinkled when she smiled. To let her gaze drop, just for a second, to the curve of Erin's breasts visible above the low neckline. To watch the way Erin's body moved when she laughed, the way the tight jeans hugged her thighs.

"You're really pretty," Alicia said around midnight, the words tumbling out before she could stop them.

Erin blinked, then smiled, slow and warm and maybe a little curious. "Well, thank you, love. So are you." 

The moment stretched between them, elastic and charged. Alicia felt her pulse quicken, felt heat creeping up her neck. She should look away. Should pour another drink, check on another customer, do literally anything else. But Erin was looking at her with those eyes, and Alicia couldn't move.

"I mean it," Alicia said, leaning against the bar. "You're... you're stunning."

"You're sweet." Erin took a sip of her drink, her lips leaving a faint mark on the rim of the glass. "And here I thought I looked like a mess. Mascara probably running, hair all over the place..."

"No." Alicia's voice came out rougher than she intended. "You look perfect."

Erin's smile widened, and she tilted her head slightly, studying Alicia with an expression that was hard to read. Amusement? Interest? "Are you always this charming with your customers?" 

"Only those who deserve it."

Erin laughed, a genuine laugh that caught Alicia off guard. "And what exactly did I do to deserve it?"

Alicia opened her mouth, then closed it. Exist. Walk through that door. Smile at me. Instead, she said, "You stayed. Even after he left. That takes guts." 

"Or stupidity." Erin's smile softened as she looked down at her glass. "I'm still not sure which."

"Definitely guts." Alicia reached across the bar, her fingers brushing Erin's hand where it rested on the varnished wood. Just a touch, barely anything, but Erin didn't pull away. "He's an idiot for leaving you here."

"He's an idiot for a lot of reasons. I don’t know what his problem is tonight, and I really don’t care. I’m having fun. I hardly ever get out like this anymore." Erin's eyes dropped to where their hands were almost touching, then back up to Alicia's face. "And I'm starting to think maybe it worked out okay."

Alicia's breath caught. The bar noise, the music, the conversations, the clinking glasses, all of it faded into background static. All she could see was Erin, the way the colored lights played across her face, the way her chest rose and fell with each breath, how her burgundy blouse clung to her curves.

"Yeah?" Alicia's voice was barely above a whisper.

"Yeah." Erin leaned forward slightly, and Alicia caught another wave of her perfume, something floral and sweet that made her dizzy. "I'm having a much better time now than I was an hour ago."

"Good." Alicia's hand moved, just slightly, until her fingers were touching Erin's now. Warm skin, soft skin. "That's... that's really good."

Alicia glanced down at their hands, then back up with a smile that was equal parts playful and something else, something that made Alicia's stomach swirl. "You know, I don't usually do this."

"Do what?" Erin asked.

"Flirt with the customers." Alicia’s thumb traced a small circle on the back of Erin's hand. "Or women, for that matter."

Alicia's heart was hammering so hard she was sure Erin could hear it. "But I guess there's a first time for everything."

"I guess there is." Erin bit her lower lip, and Alicia had to physically restrain herself from leaning across the bar.

"Do you want to go with me to the ladies’ room and help me fix my makeup?," Alicia asked, making a decision that felt both reckless and inevitable. She pulled her hand back slowly, reluctantly. "I’m sure I’m looking a hot mess." 

Erin's eyes widened slightly, and for a second Alicia thought she'd pushed too far, moved too fast. But then Erin smiled, that slow, warm smile that made Alicia's knees weak, and slid off her barstool.

"Lead the way," Erin smiled. "I'm sure I could use a touchup."

The ladies’ room was small and dingy, the fluorescent light flickering overhead. Alicia locked the door behind them and turned to find Erin watching her with an expression that was hard to read. This close, Alicia could see the flush on Erin's cheeks, the way her chest rose and fell with each breath, the perfect curve of her breasts beneath the burgundy fabric. 

"I’ve been wanting to do this all night." Alicia whispered.

"Oh really?" Erin said.

Then they were kissing, Alicia pressing Erin's back against the wall, her hands already in Erin's hair, desperate and hungry, tasting sweet and wanting all at once. The kiss deepened, Alicia's mouth moving against Erin's with an intensity that felt like drowning, like finally surfacing after years underwater. Her hands roamed down Erin's body, tracing the curve of her waist, feeling the warmth of her skin through the thin fabric of her blouse, and Alicia's breath came faster, shallower, consumed by the need to touch, to possess, to know every inch of her. 

She grabbed Erin's hair with her left hand and pulled her mouth in tighter, their tongues meeting in a desperate dance. Her right hand moved lower, sliding between Erin's legs, feeling the warmth there, the evidence of her own desire mirrored back.

Erin's breath caught.

She stilled. Her hand found Alicia's wrist, gentle but firm, and pushed it away with a soft shake of her head. "No."

The word hung between them like a door slamming shut. Alicia's eyes opened, meeting Erin's gaze, which held a mixture of desire and hesitation, want and uncertainty all tangled together.

Alicia smiled, understanding flooding through her. She wrapped her arms around Erin's waist instead, pulling her close, holding her there in the quiet intensity of the moment, the fluorescent light humming overhead, their breathing slowly steadying, the weight of what had just happened settling between them like dust.

For Alicia, it felt like something breaking open inside her chest, want and longing and a desperate kind of hope she hadn't felt in years. The softness of Erin's lips, the way her body had pressed against Alicia's, the intoxicating scent of her perfume mixed with alcohol and sweat... it was everything.

For Erin, it was a kiss. A drunken, impulsive, meaningless kiss.

They didn't talk about it when they returned to the bar, but Alicia couldn't stop looking at her, couldn't stop replaying those few seconds in her mind. The feel of Erin's body against hers. The taste of her mouth. The way she'd made that small purring sound in the back of her throat.

By 1:55 am, the bar was starting to empty out. The karaoke rotation had dwindled to just a few die-hards hanging around to give that one last performance. Steve Glenn rolled off his bar stool and yelled at Alicia to add his bill to his ongoing tab before making his way to the door. Max Holloway left soon after earning a free beer by taking the trash out to the dumpster for Alicia, a nightly ritual. “Thanks, Max!” Alicia smiled. “Love you.”

Colleen and John finished their drinks and headed for the door, Colleen calling out a cheerful goodnight, passing Ryan Carter as he came back into the bar.

He looked tired and angry and sorry all at once. "Erin, what the hell are you doing? Come on. Let's go home."

"No." Erin's voice was cold. "You left me here. Who the fuck does that to their wife? I'll find my own way home."

"Don't be ridiculous. Get your purse."

"I said no, Ryan."

They argued in harsh whispers while Alicia pretended to count the register. Finally, Ryan threw up his hands in frustration, turned and left again, the door slamming behind him. 

Alicia looked around at the last few stragglers. "All right, folks,” she announced. “You don't have to go home, but you gotta get the hell out of here." 

There were groans and good-natured complaints, but within minutes, the bar was empty except for Erin, still perched on her stool, phone in hand. DJ Serenade had already packed up her equipment and on her way out the door. "Night, Alicia!" she yelled. "We'll settle up after tomorrow night."
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