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HAILEY

No wonder she feels hot and bothered.

Rushed off her feet again.

Four beers on the go, three whiskeys queuing for the Jack Daniels, someone shouting for a vodka and orange.

It’s Friday night in Harmony, the Precinct Bar’s busy and she’s on her own again. Freaking Tracy’s let her down again. Tracy’s supposed to be on Fridays to help with the rush hour drinkers. It’s nearly seven and Tracy still hasn’t shown her face.

Hailey brushes some hair out of her eyes and reminds herself that she enjoys her job at the Precinct Bar. She mustn’t let Tracy spoil the satisfaction she gets from working here. She likes meeting people. The cops and construction workers who socialize in the Precinct are all, in the main, nice guys. They tip generously. She’s happy in her job, but still.

“On your own again?” Milt hands her a fifty for his Coors. “Tracy let you down?”

Milt’s okay. He’s the beefy steel rigger, working on the construction site across the road. He’s tried to date her a couple of times, but Hailey turned him down on both occasions. Mind you, that was back when she was going out with Ryan, before Ryan dumped her and took up with Tracy.

She smiles:

“Afraid so.” She hands Milt his pile of change, plenty of nickels. Next Coors he can give her something smaller than a fifty. “Guess she’s off with Ryan somewhere.”

God, Milt’ll thinks she’s still smarting.

“More fool him,” says Milt, his big blue eyes eating her up.

She isn’t asking for sympathy. In fact, she doesn’t care in the slightest about Ryan dumping her for Tracy. Smooth-talking, pinup boy Ryan turned out to be a total asshole. It’s being left on her own to run the bar on a busy Friday night that’s pissing her off, not missing Ryan.

Milt looks at her flushed face, her bare shoulders, her strapless top.

“Guy must be outta his tiny little brain.”

He-eeeeeeelp. She can feel feel another attempt to hit on her on its way.

She likes Milt. He’s big and muscly. He has nice wavy blonde hair and a pleasant face. Milt has a good heart too, by all accounts, but she got burned by Ryan. She wants something better next time, better than just good looks, better even than hunky Milt. She needs someone special... though God alone knows what ‘special’ even means any more...

Time’s on her side, but. She’s quite prepared to wait till life takes an upwards turn. She’s fit. People even say she’s beautiful. Hailey blushes at some of the complements guys pay her once they’ve got a few beers under their belt. She doesn’t need to snatch at Milt to heal her hurt pride. It’s nice to just chat with such a charming guy, without any pressure.

“Yeah. Well,” she says. “Who cares about Ryan? I’m better off without him. It’s no back-up on a Friday night. It’s doing my head in. If Tracy doesn’t show up by eight I’m ringing Joe and asking for a raise.”

She’s just letting off steam. The Precinct’s the most successful bar in Harmony, but Joe’s stinginess is legendary.

“Good idea,” says Milt.

She pumps a shot dispenser, somewhat aggressively. Vodka squirts into a glass. She feels as upside down as the bottle in its rack.

Oh no.

NO-OOOOOOO.

A dozen customers shouting orders at her—three of them Jacks—and the freaking Jack Daniels has run out!

She reaches up and releases the empty bottle from the clamp and replaces it with a 3 liter Old Number 7.

She can feel Milt staring at her ass. She can tell his eyes are caressing the gap where her T-shirt’s riding up above her slashed jeans, savoring the tight denim clinging to her butt. He says: 

“Hey. I was just thinking...”

Here it comes.

“... If you're not doing anything tomorrow night, we could maybe catch a movie or something.”

For an instant she thinks of saying yes. Tell Joe he can go find someone else to serve the crowd if he can’t give her any back-up.

Milt’s ripped. His athlete’s body is toned, well hardened by construction work. It’d sure feel nice, his big, work-roughened hands on her butt. It’d be fun to see the puppy dog yearning in his eyes stiffen into something more urgent and demanding. She hasn’t had sex for four months now.

He says: “... Annihilation's on at the Coronet. How about it? We could drive out to Lake View afterwards...”

Lake View’s the country club outside town. There’s a nice view of the water from the car park. ‘Driving out to Lake View’ is local terminology for parking up and making love.

She looks at his ripped pecs, his biceps bursting from the sleeves of his denim shirt. It might be nice.

“No. Sorry. I can’t, Milt. Mustn’t let Joe down on a Saturday night.”

“Sunday?”

“No. Sundays are busy too.”

“What about Monday then? You can’t be busy Monday. I think Annihilation’s still on Monday...”

He’s in earnest. Perhaps his insistence is more than just getting her alone in his car out at Lakeside.

She laughs.

“No. Sorry. Monday’s my night to go out and see Mister Hayes”

“Oh. Yeah. Right. I forgot. Mister Hayes.”

Everyone in Harmony seems to know about her relationship with Mister Hayes. She guesses there aren’t too many hot chicks who have eighty-three-year-old admirers, and who value their friendship with their eighty-three-year-old admirer.

Hailey’s known Mister Hayes since she was a little girl. Mister Hayes is not only extremely elderly, he’s extremely frail these days. Now that his wife’s died he gets lonely living on his own. Someone’s got to drop in, see if he’s alright, do a few chores he can’t manage by himself. Hailey grew up next door to the old man—even when she was a little girl Mister Hayes seemed ancient— when Mrs Hayes was still alive and she’s kept in touch when her family moved away.

Monday’s her night for visiting the old man and helping with a few chores—Mister Hayes won’t hire a house keeper or even a cleaner—but mainly just to sit and listen to him talk on and on about his exploits as a bank manager. Having no family of your own to talk to is hard when you’re in your eighties.

Milt knows very she visits Mister Hayes on Mondays but he’s still pressing her:

“You can have one night off, can’t you? Annihilation! They reckon it’s a great movie!”

She smiles.

“Sorry Milt. Mister Hayes depends on me.”

The disappointed look in Milt’s eyes, she feels a bit bad. He’s a nice guy. She can feel how much he fancies her, but he never pushes it. Milt’s been dying to date her for ages, but he doesn’t apply any pressure.

The door swings open.

There’s a gust of traffic noise from outside.

Hailey glances round.

Tracy?

No. Not Tracy.

Deputy Sheriff Justin McGuire.

A lock of wavy black hair hanging down over a stern forehead. Hazel eyes. Broad, powerful lips pursed with distaste. One look and she knows at once what ‘special’ is.

Justin McGuire never usually comes in the Precinct. He’s a known teetotaler for a start. He keeps well away from bars—it’s a shock to see him walking through the door— but, like everyone else in the room, Hailey knows all about Justin McGuire.

The deputy sheriff’s fighting a single-handed campaign against the local bad guys, taking on a gang of drug dealers the other cops are too scared to confront. Justin’s arrest of some of the leading gang members in a deadly shoot-out has already taken on legendary proportions around Harmony.

The lock of wavy black hair’s just begging to be tidied up. The hazel eyes that melt every girl who looks into them. His strong, lean body is just made for a police uniform. Justin McGuire is drop dead gorgeous and, worst of all—everyone in Harmony knows it—he doesn’t like women. The prettier a woman is the more he dislikes her. 

He pulls up a stool next to Milt.

Unfortunately the deputy’s with his sidekick, Officer Rick Bates, greasy, pushy, full-of-himself little Rick Bates, the nuisance who spends more time in the Precinct Bar than he does on duty.

Hailey realizes that she’s stupidly palming her low-slung jeans, smoothing the skin-tight denim lower on her hips... or higher...?... she can’t tell which.

She says:

“What can I get you?”

She feels sure he can hear how her heart is hammering. Justin smiles at her:

“A lemonade for me... Rick?”

Rick orders his usual whiskey and soda. Officer Bates drinks far too much whiskey. Rick looks her up and down, studies where her heart is thumping under her bandeau top, his hot eyes drifting down to number the slashes in her jeans.

Hailey’s face burns. There’s way too many slashes. Too much toned tanned skin peeping out. Too much luscious softness pouring out of her Bardot bodice too. It’s well known the Justin McGuire dislikes scantily clad women and here she is flashing skin all over the place. He no doubt resents the yearning vibes she’s helplessly sending him as she fumbles for the 7-Up.

She finally gets the two drinks marshaled and mumbles out a figure.

Justin pays. Rick never pays for anything.

The Deputy smiles:

“You’re that Hailey Hallstrom girl aren’t you...” He knows her. “... Helps old Mister Hayes...?"

Hailey can feel herself blushing to the roots of her hair. She goes hot all over. He knows who she is! He’s heard about her! She feels more embarrassed than ever. There’s people say she only visits Mister Hayes because he’s rich and has no family and that she’s angling to inherit his big house and all his money.

“...Yes... yes, sir... that’s right...”

Justin picks up his glass. He and Rick are heading off with their drinks to join some colleagues. He salutes her with his lemonade. He likes her! He says:

“Good for you.” 
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HAILEY

“Nice guy,” says Milt, watching the deputy sheriff and officer Gibbs carried their drinks over to their colleagues’ table. “Top man. They reckon he’s straight as a die.”

"Yes...” says Hailey. “... So I've heard.”

Good for you?

He was only being fatherly. Justin’s over thirty. In fact, she’s heard that he’s thirty six. ‘Good for you’ was just a throwaway piece of fatherly approval. A mature man complementing a girl young enough to be his daughter. It shouldn’t be making her heart race like this.

“Fit dude, too,” says Milt. “I see him down the gym. The guy can body press his own weight.”

Milt is okay. His admiration for the deputy sheriff is likable, in fact it’s lovable.

“Really?” says Hailey. “You go to the gym after a day at the construction site?”

Steel rigging’s heavy work. Swinging big girders around, positioning steel joists to drive the bolts in.

Milt grins.

“Sure do. A man needs to keep in shape.”

It’s no more than the truth to judge by the biceps bursting out of the sleeves of his T-shirt.

“You go to the same gym as Justin?”

She decides she really likes Milt. After Justin, Milt is the nicest man she knows.

A gust of traffic noise bursts in from outside... the door swinging open... and the least nice man in the world walks in.

Ryan.

Ryan in his sharp business suit. Ryan and his rocker haircut she used to think looks cool. Ryan with his whiplash body and the sting that went with it.

He’s with Tracy.

Hailey’s heart sinks.

Tracy in clubbing gear.

Tracy dressed up for a night on the town.

She can hear herself babbling, struggling not see the bodycon tube dress and five inch heels:

“Trace! Thank God you’re here. It’s so-ooo busy!”

Half a dozen customers are waiting to have their orders taken. The tables are crowded with glasses and empty bottles.

“Can you collect some glasses, please?”

Hailey pouts at her as if she’s thick or something... thick and jealous...

“Sor-eee, Hail. I’m having a night off, okay? If that’s alright with you?!”

“But...”

“Me n Ryan are going to Rico’s.”

She certainly isn’t dressed for a night behind the bar.

“... But... why didn’t you ring in...?”

Tracy’s plum colored lipstick is custom made for a gloating grin:

“No time, babe. Me n Ryan’ve been so-ooo busy.”

Ryan smirks and orders the two most expensive and time-consuming cocktails on the menu.

Hailey bites her lip. She starts mixing.

It’s so unfair. Rico’s is ultra pricey. The cocktails she’s mixing were going to cost over thirty dollars. Ryan’s back fiddling money at the insurance company where he works. He’s flashing the cash because he’s back scamming people out of their insurance premiums.

Tracy’s unbearable. She’s so full of herself. Tracy assumes Ryan dumped her, when it was the other way round. Tracy assumes Ryan passed her over for Tracy because she’s hotter than Hailey, when in fact it was her who dumped Ryan. She found out about the dodgy things he was doing at work and dropped him like a hot potato.

She places a Bloody Mary and a New York Sour on the counter.

“Thirty-two fifty, please.”

Ryan draws up a stool:

“How’s your social life been, Hailey?” He grins. “How’s that boyfriend of yours doin’?”

She feels Milt stiffen.

“Yeah.” Tracy cuts in. “Hailey likes her men mature. Nothin’ under eighty.”

They go off into peels of laughter.

“Look, mate...” says Milf.

Ryan ignores him.

“Monday nights still hot are they, Hailey?”

“With yer eighty-three-year-old toy boy?”

“‘N his big house n his money...?”

Hailey’s not sure what happens next. A stool topples over. A Bloody Mary goes flying. There’s a crunch.

Ryan’s lying on the floor with blood coming out of his mouth.

Tracy’s screaming:

“Leave ‘im alone! Leave ‘im alone!”

Hailey yells:

“Milt! Stop it!”

Milt’s lifting Ryan by his collar one-handed, his fist quivering.

“What’s going on here?”

Muscle-packed uniform pushes between Milt and Ryan. It’s Justin. The deputy has hold of Milt’s arm.

Ryan staggers to his feet. He wipes the blood from his mouth:

“He hit me!”

“N I’ll freakin’ hit you harder you ever say that again!”

Milt struggles against Justin’s grip. The deputy’s voice cuts above the hubbub:

“Stop it! Both of you!”

Tracy’s shrieking:

“Arrest ‘im! Arrest ‘im, officer! He hit Ryan.”

Hailey feels her heart stop beating.

Bloody Mary and New York sour are streaming across the counter.

Justin hands Tracy her handbag

“Get outta here! Now! The two of you!”

“Me?”

Ryan’s indignant.

“Us?” Tracy’s screaming even louder. She jabs a finger at Milt. “What about ‘im?”

“I’ll deal with him later. Go on! Get out! Before I take you in for causing a disturbance!”

Tracy and Ryan finally head for the door. They’re shouting and swearing.

“Gonna regret this!”

“You’ll be sorry!”

“Gonna wish yer never crossed me, mate!’

Tracy gives her and Milt them the finger. Ryan’s still shaking like a leaf.

He hasn’t paid for their drinks!

Joe’s going to deduct thirty two dollars from her wages.

“Right!” says the deputy.

Dealing with Milt later turns out to be a mild, almost friendly, lecture and a warning not to go hitting people in the Precinct Bar again.

Hailey gets the impression Deputy Sheriff Justin McGuire is as angry with Ryan and Tracy as Milt is. ‘Good for you.’ That’s what he said. ‘Good for you.’ Insinuations that she’s only after Mister Hayes’s money and only cares for the old man so she can inherit his house infuriate him too.

The next thing she knows, Milt is helping her clean up the mess, rather clumsily assisting her in tidying up the counter, his big rough hand skimming the puddle of cocktail off the bar, gathering up the olives and celery sticks and a red paper parasol and putting them in an ash tray.

She looks at him:

“You shouldn’t have done that... but... thanks anyway...”

“Yeah, well,” says Milt.

She thinks for a split second then says:

“... Look... I’m sorry about Monday night...  I can’t let Mister Hayes down... but...” It’s a crazy idea. What on earth makes her think he’ll even be interested? “... If you’d like to come... on Monday... I’ll introduce you...”
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