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Chapter 1



Annette’s hands shook, adrenaline firing her already heightened senses to fervor, thoughts rapid and provocative. Anxiety flourished.

She watched the pale-green pill drop from her long fingers. It plummeted, scuttled like a dead beetle, then sluiced around the sink drain before sliding down the toothpaste-tarnished hole. Good riddance. The groundwater could enjoy. So could the boyfriend. Sebastion’s introduction to unmedicated Nettie, her creative side, would taste delicious. No time like vacation for an appearance. Surprise! She could handle it, and had long ago learned to shave the peaks from her anxiety on her own. Her many triggers. He could handle it, too. He’d have to.

What of your worries? Your panic attacks. How many pills have you skipped?

Annette shook her head, taking in a large volume of air through her nostrils. Shush, mother. She felt free. Now Nettie could fly unharnessed in all her creative glory. Her long brown braid swung back and forth like a metronome, a symbol. She enjoyed the way it tugged at her roots. Not too hard, not too soft. Just right. Anything in moderation. Fuck moderation. Without her meds to help with her PTSD, her little tub of HTC wax and electric pen would suffice.

Shoulders pulled back, Nettie, or nearly so if not quite transformed, strode from the hotel bathroom on long piston-like legs. She’d bothered to shave, and Sebastion could damn well take notice. Nettie imagined his calloused hands drifting down her silky thighs. She cleared her throat when Sebastion failed to look at her. Buried in a book, of course.

Nu, her emotional support dog, whined but stayed curled up at the foot of the king-size bed while keeping an eye out. Sometimes the line betwixt service and rest blurred.

Setting his book on his chest, Sebastion glanced at her from above his cute reading glasses. They made him feel inferior, but Annette found them adorable. Nettie, on the flip side, would take them off his face, finding them a hindrance. He smiled, a slight uptick of the left side of his lips. “Getting dressed at some point?”

Nettie tapped her foot. “That’s all you have to say?” Oh, sure, he would pretend not to notice her now, play his little games. Fine. Nettie could play games, too.

“Well,” he said, “you did buy some new pants at that little shop yesterday. You love new clothes. Sometimes, they’re all you can think about.” His smirk now encompassed both sides of his lips.

“You want me clothed? I can think about more than one thing at once.” She threw her wet towel at him. When Sebastion didn’t bother to move, it landed on his head, obscuring his unruly blond hair and one laser-blue eyeball.

Nu lifted her head, large brow wrinkled.

“Like what?”

“Like I’d tell you.” Nettie folded her arms in mock defiance, hiding herself from him. She enjoyed hiding from him in almost every way. A woman should not dole out too much information about herself all at once. Not physically or emotionally. Information and affection took time to earn. Sebastion had earned his share, but more existed. She had plenty of depths yet to plumb.

Sebastion rolled his visible blue eyeball.

But what if he doesn’t like what he finds out? This voice sounded too much like her mother, a little underwhelming, a lot self-conscious. Maybe it was just her PTSD creeping in to undermine her. Perhaps Nettie had only popped in for a quick visit, adrenaline induced. Probably. Skipping one pill, at least in the first few minutes, wouldn’t call her forth like a genie from her bottle. Or have I skipped more than one? Annette could still feel the thrum of creative energy and the promise of Nettie waiting in the background, ready to pounce, but Annette would remain calm, bring her out slowly. Then, fun time.

After a smirk at Sebastion—meant to convey the fact he’d missed his opportunity—Annette turned and re-entered the bathroom and sat backward on the toilet seat, reaching behind the water tank. The vape pen made a clicking sound on the porcelain when she grabbed it off the back. A bubblegum-flavored pull would taste great. She pressed it to her full lips, inhaled then exhaled into the vent. Annette didn’t always do this, prone to following rules, but enough of creative Nettie coursed through her mind to do it anyway.

She heard Nu get off the bed and patter on long legs to glance at her standing on the toilet, a look of concern in the Dane/Mastiff mix’s deep golden eyes.

“Are you seriously vaping in there?” His voice held a levity which made Annette smile.

“No.” She waved the lingering vapor toward the fan vent.

“Liar.” He paused, either to think or for effect, and then said, “Did you take your pill this morning?” He sounded suspicious but amused, like part of him hoped so but another part didn’t. She’d explained Nettie to him. Annette knew he would enjoy her in part—the good parts for him. He might selfishly look down on the attributes good for only her. Like Nettie’s sarcastic wit and the fact other men flocked to her like flies to a corpse.

“Yes?” Annette smiled as she blew another gout into the fan and waved her hand. She could keep Nettie in check, but still have fun. Nothing wrong with that.

Nu laid down outside the door with an exaggerated grunt.

“Hard to be Big Nu, isn’t it?” Sebastion said.

The bed creaked and Annette scampered off the toilet, then threw the spent cartridge into the garbage just like in middle school, hoping a teacher wouldn’t notice and send her to see the principal. Vapor lingered in the air, and she batted at it.

“I already know you vape,” Sebastion said as he appeared in the doorway, straddling Nu with his feet. His voice sounded smooth and calm, almost loving. “Come here.” He held his hand out, palm up, and beckoned her with his fingers.

Annette’s heart thumped and even though she wanted to go to him, she felt self-conscious about him smelling the vape on her breath, tasting it on her lips. The decision to vape in the bathroom had been spontaneous and rash, a Nettie thing.

When she didn’t go to him, Sebastion waited patiently. Voice still soothing, Sebastion said, “I love you just the way you are. The way you look and smell. The way you look at me when you think I don’t see you. I love it that you’re quiet and real down to Earth. I also love it that you make me earn you.” He beckoned with his fingers again, just a gentle, subtle movement. Not demanding or pretentious.

Annette felt a burst of emotion and went to him then, throwing her arms around his neck, burying her head in his right shoulder. They were the same height, and this made her feel too aware of her long build. It seemed most guys wanted someone shorter. Sebastion didn’t seem to mind.

A subtle breath in her ear, then Sebastion whispered, “I don’t need Nettie. I want the girl I met.”

“Do you want me to take a pill? I don’t write as well while on them. And I want to while we’re on vacay.”

With a gentle finger lightly touching her forehead, Sebastion raised her head, so they were eye to eye. “You do you. If you do you, I’m along for the ride.”

Nu whined her disagreement. She had seen Annette’s PTSD flare up in paranoid gouts and Sebastion had not.

A breath hitched in Annette’s throat. A younger Annette had chased bad boys. Fixer-uppers, dipsy doodles, and garbage-pails. They never worked out. Now, this beautiful, gentle soul went and fell in love with her, and although she found difficulty in verbalizing the emotion, she loved him equally. Annette wanted this but knew herself. Trust came hard. Despite this, Sebastion now sat at the threshold of her locked door, waiting for her to open it. She could feel the lock turning as she relaxed in his arms. No reason in the world existed not to let him in. Annette smiled. “Let’s get headed north. I’ll let you enjoy my shaved legs later.”
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Lake Superior sparkled off to her right as Sebastion drove up the North Shore. The lake bedazzled, waves reflecting the sun like jewels. Annette remembered reading an article about bull sharks making it into the Great Lakes. She wondered if one, or more, swam in there now. She shuddered despite the heat of the day. Annette feared sharks. An irrational fear, but legitimate just the same. A phobia. Even if Sebastion wished to swim, she could beg off using the cold-water excuse. Everyone knew Lake Superior never warmed to comfortable levels.

A flurry of motorcycles passed them on the left, rumbling like rabid dogs, each member of the convoy turning bearded faces in their direction. They seemed to leer at her, so Annette looked back to the water.

Nu let out one deep bark from the back seat as they thundered by.

“Pretty big gang,” Sebastion mumbled, both hands on the wheel like a Boy Scout.

“Probably middle-age married dudes out pretending,” she said. Annette didn’t quite believe this. Not with the leather vests and devil-horn patches, grimy bandanas gracing unwashed hair.

The last of the bikers, the seventh, rumbled by and swerved in front of the SUV, just avoiding an oncoming conversion van.

“Not very safe,” Sebastion said. He tapped the breaks, shutting off the cruise control. “Gonna get someone hurt or worse.”

“Deep breath,” Annette said. The bikers raced further ahead. “They’re gone now. And you’re not at work. You can’t police them for OSHA violations.” She laughed. Annette knew the bikers would bother him though. Sebastion took pride in sensible, safe decisions. Though kind, he could judge with the best of them.

Sebastion let out a breath. “I know. So, you packing?”

Annette reached to the backseat of Sebastion’s Lincoln Navigator and hefted a black backpack. Nu sniffed at it as if the bag hadn’t been sitting there the whole time. “But of course.” She shifted her weight back to the front. “You want me to shoot them for driving unsafely?”

“Ha-ha!” Sebastion reset the cruise control and adjusted the air-conditioning to reflect the rising temps. “I’m not sure if the gun makes me feel safer or not.”

“I do know how to use it,” Annette said. She could shoot any of her firearms safely and accurately. Even won state back in high school, both rimfire and skeet. Her slide into editing a survival magazine had felt natural, a great fit. She could relate to many people, including both preppers and publishing officials.

“I know,” he said. “You know me. Mr. Violence-As-A-Last-Resort.” He leaned toward her for a kiss. “I love you though. And trust you.”

Annette stared at him, bemused. “Yeah, watch for deer.” She smiled at her patented term of endearment. In Minnesota, that phrase conveyed all the sentiment needed. Watch for deer. She gave Sebastion her cheek before he got paranoid that she didn’t care about him. Then she spotted a Super America. “Hey, can we stop for a pee and a Diet Coke?”

He kissed her cheek with soft lips. Sebastion said, “I’ll do you one better. You up for stopping at Betty’s Pies? It’s just up on the left. They have bathrooms, Diet Coke…and pie.” He smiled his good nature, dimples forming at the corner of his mouth.

The sun made Annette squint as they rounded a sharp corner. “Yeah, sure. Pie. Not exactly a hard sell.” Nettie loved pie and she could feel that part of her yearn for the sweet indulgence. But Annette enjoyed staying lithe. A slight conflict of interest.

Of course, Sebastion knew her well enough. “You really didn’t take a pill this morning, did you?”

“Very funny. I like pie. Occasionally.” Annette ran her tongue over her dry lips. “Don’t worry. I won’t allow Nettles to pay a visit. We won’t take things that far.” She licked her lips, again. “Just far enough.”

“Again, I trust you.” He always said that and sometimes it made her uncomfortable. Was she trustworthy? Then he winked at her, maybe picking up her vibe.

Nu sat up and rested her large, brindle-colored snout on Annette’s shoulder.

She knew they were staying in an old train car tonight, a bed and breakfast off the beaten path. Annette envisioned a caboose with a ladder leading down from the rear. In this train car, safely ensconced for the evening, perhaps drunk on wine, she would allow Nettie her reign. Allow her creative side to flourish once her meds were out of her system. Annette patted Nu on the top of her giant head.

The dog grunted with satisfaction.

The Navigator slowed and Annette glanced to the left. A sign with the words Betty’s Pies and the depiction of an enormous classic pie stood tall and proud out front of a sprawling one-level restaurant. By the looks of things, one could eat outside or in. The only good thing about Covid: it provided for more outdoor eating opportunities. Then Annette’s stomach flopped. Seven motorcycles, chrome radiating in the sun, were parked in a line by the lot nearest the woods. The wilderness beyond the restaurant grew at the base of the Beartooth mountain range, full of waterfalls, low-level peaks and challenging hiking trails.

Young Annette sat on a piano bench, dark hair swaying in the air-conditioning, her arms outstretched to the black and white keys. A wave of low-level anxiety washed over her as the instructor approached, his footsteps echoing off the cold, marbled floor.

Nu snuffled Annette’s neck as the woman remembered unpleasant events, the reason for the dog’s existence in the woman’s life.

“Great,” Sebastion said. “Food and good friends.”

Annette returned from her thoughts, then perused the crowded parking lot, rows and rows of tourist vehicles gleaming in the sun. “Even bikers like pie. Don’t be so damn judgy.”

“Okay, Nettie,” he said. The tentative smile on his lips communicated his half-agreement. “You sure you only skipped the one pill?”

A blossom of paranoia erupted in Annette’s mind. She couldn’t remember taking a pill yesterday, either, when they stayed at Black Bear Casino and listened to Brett Michaels sing “Every Rose Has Its Thorn”. Did she take one before they left White Bear Lake where they shared a swanky condo overlooking a swamp some developer mistook as a lake? Ugh. How long has it been? “Yes?”

Sebastion rolled his eyes. “Great. You don’t even remember.” He paused and gently exhaled. “You’re a big girl. I trust you. I—I just don’t want Nettles…”

“You don’t need to worry about Nettles,” she said. “That was a long time ago.” Then she leaned in and kissed him, knowing it would change the subject. Public displays of affection were a Nettie thing, not an Annette or Nettles thing. Everything would turn out fine. A part of her hated him for alluding to her childhood trauma as if he were a part of it.

A silence hung between them after the kiss. Also, an electricity Annette hadn’t felt in a while. Life made it too easy to get caught up in the daily grind, allowing the relationship to still simmer but not flare up into the hot bouts of passion they enjoyed early on. Pushing through her annoyance, Annette placed a hand on his thigh.

Sebastion tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear, his eyes full of tenderness. He then placed a thumb beneath her chin and lovingly tilted Annette’s head up, then kissed her again. This time she could feel his heat, knew tonight would prove cataclysmic. He would appreciate the fact she shaved her legs, yet.

“It’s really good to meet you, Nettie.”

Annette laughed. She enjoyed their banter. Couples often forget they can banter, even argue, but still love the socks off each other. Then she swatted his broad shoulder. It sounded meaty and loud in the confines of the Lincoln. “Now, that’s all you get until you take advantage of me tonight. In the railroad car. You can eat pie…for now.” She opened the door and stepped out into the heat. It radiated off the blacktop in waves and she hoped to God the railcar offered air-conditioning or she’d melt into a ball of sweat and sex.

“Skipping the cherry pie then,” Sebastion said. “Maybe have some raspberry rhubarb. Sour like Nettie.”

“Keep it up, buster, and you can sleep alone tonight.” She flipped her ponytail and released Nu from the backseat. She strapped on the dog’s work attire so people wouldn’t approach her for a petting session. Then she and Nu walked around the car to join him. Annette grabbed his arm with her free one and locked them in at the elbow. They walked slowly together to the restaurant entrance, a good thirty yards away. A line had formed outside, under a canopy overhang, for the more adventurous souls. The rest of the folks were getting seated inside. In this heat, Annette knew which she preferred, and she gently guided them toward a flimsy white door.

Sebastion opened the door for her and Nu, his eyes twinkling with the pleasure. This is how Annette had always longed to be treated. She just hadn’t always known it. Not in her younger days before she figured out her pill regimen. Now she knew—now she wanted nothing but the best. A guy who treated her like she mattered, like the most important thing in the world to him. And that wasn’t egotistical Nettles thinking. Not even the creative Nettie. No, this was Annette. Her. Me.

“Thanks, sweetheart,” she said and allowed the greeter to guide them to a table surrounded by dozens of other inhabited tables. The greeter smiled at the huge dog but kept hands off. The white noise of conversation, and the laughter, felt right. A place they could hide, eat, and talk. Alone even amid a crowd. Sometimes crowds were the perfect place for two introverts, alone in the eye of the storm where only they existed. As Sebastion sat, Annette said, “I’m going to…you know.” She nodded at the restrooms sign. “Order me a slice of pumpkin?”

“You got it,” he said. “I’ll get you a Diet Coke, too.”

“Perfect. Watch Nu please.” Annette turned and walked toward the bathroom sign as Nu whined at her departure, then ambled down a narrow hallway. A bulb was burned out overhead, but she could just make out the unisex signs above two doors. A third door labeled “Private” remained closed. She walked past the first bathroom door, the inside dark. A toilet and sink were just visible in the gloom. Annette entered through the second door, flipped on a fluorescent light, and closed the door. In front of the mirror, she checked her eyes. Not red. Good. Annette felt the urge to vape but resisted. She smiled, pleased with how white her teeth were. She still didn’t fully understand what such a nice guy saw in her but felt thankful all the same for Sebastion. Only now, after all these months, could Annette finally start to let go of some lingering doubts and self-loathing. She’d heard Capricorns got prettier with age and thought the old adage may prove true after all.

Something banged so hard off the bathroom door that the wood rectangle shuddered in its frame.

Startled, Annette took a step away from the door. “Hello? Someone’s in here.”

Silence from outside the door. Then a low chuckle, joined shortly thereafter by a second.

Great.

Young Annette sat on the toilet and shivered as adults banged on the door for her to come out. Deep voices with concerned tones. Her mother, the police, not the instructor. Not anymore. She glanced at the blood on her fingers and palms and still felt the rage of violation and the pangs of her mother’s disbelief. Now what would become of her?


Chapter 2



The water felt cool and wonderful after the heat from outside. Sebastion swallowed the water but held an ice cube in his mouth, savoring the cold bit. He perused the menu, although he already knew he would order a burger. Practical and predictable, yes, but safe. He would entertain adventure with the pie for dessert. Sebastion knew Annette would chastise him for his safe choice. Gives us reason to banter. Which he loved and guessed she did, too.

Nu continued to stare at the dark hallway from where Annette would soon reappear.

He worried for a moment about her pills. None of your business. Sebastion knew she had endured some traumatizing event as a kid. In her formative years, he thought. She never went into specifics, and he felt the relationship too new to ask, but Annette hinted at an ordeal with her piano instructor which had led to her PTSD that often, in turn, led to anxiety, depression, and paranoia when left unmedicated. He just wanted her happy. Wanted the best for her. Skipping some pills to feel a little peppier while on vacation, well, so be it. She’s old enough to know. Younger than him, but still old enough. Forty-five—how did I get that old? Often, his age made him uncomfortable when around younger folks.

A gray-haired woman seated at a table next to him tittered to her friend about the dog, then turned in her seat to gawk at something else.

Sebastion watched three of the bikers walk in from out on the patio and follow the route to the bathrooms. Bikers didn’t normally trouble him. No non-violent lifestyle did, but these guys gave him the jitters. Something about the way they strutted and made eye contact with everyone they passed made Sebastion feel like they were the real deal, not just weekend warriors. Hell’s Angels? He heard rumors they were involved in criminal activity. Drugs, he thought. Probably worse.

They held Nu’s attention. No rumbles from her throat, but those gold orbs watched carefully as the men made their way. Not a guard dog, Nu was trained to offer comfort, not security.

The three disappeared down the dimly lit hall and Sebastion knew Annette would need to walk right past the bikers waiting for a restroom to open. He let out a breath. Annette can take care of herself. Probably better than you can. Sebastion had never known a woman who could rip off fifty pushups, pump pullups by the dozens at a time, and conduct arial acrobatics like flips and cartwheels during a workout. Annette did all this and much more. Her muscles were tight and well-defined. Her long arms and legs lent themselves to awesome whipping motions when she practiced her martial arts. Yes, Annette not only edited a magazine for preppers, but she also lived the lifestyle. Always ready for anything. How someone so health and survival conscious felt the need to vape regularly was beyond him.

From down the hall, his senses now heightened, Sebastion heard a series of bangs and then two of the men laughing. What are they doing? The third man stood by the entrance to the hallway, casual and patient, as if it were above him to wait down in the hall for a bathroom to open. The guy possessed gray piercing eyes, extremely visible as he scanned the restaurant crowd. They lingered on Sebastion just for a moment before moving on. He swore he felt a chill.

Sebastion stood. Nu let a quiet rumble emanate from her throat.
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Annette finished her business and stood by the closed and locked bathroom door. She took deep, calming breaths and could hear someone shuffling around out there, although the laughter and banging had not repeated. Probably just some impatient, snot-nosed kids. But the laughter hadn’t sounded youthful. A tingle of unease traveled her spine, but she wouldn’t allow it to blossom into fear. Nothing adverse would happen in public. Not because it couldn’t, but because she wouldn’t allow it. Annette unlocked the door and pushed it open with an aggressive shove, half hoping to nail somebody standing too close with the chunk of hinged wood. God, all she wanted was a damn Diet Coke to get rid of her slight caffeine headache, but the two bikers standing in the hall looked like they didn’t want that for her.

They both smirked, mouths open just wide enough for Annette to catch a glimpse of poor hygiene—green teeth, decay, receding gums.

“Howdy, fellas. Sorry to make ya wait.” She tried to keep her voice light and friendly.

“Don’t mind the waiting,” one said. Neither hulk moved out of her way. They were so big Annette pictured them riding their hogs with care. A lean in the wrong direction at the wrong time and all that weighted momentum would careen them off the road. They both wore jeans and black vests over black band t-shirts. Rob Zombie and Coal Chamber. Of course.

Annette scowled at them and leaned a shoulder against the wall, trying to look impatient in a relaxed way. “Help you guys? Bathrooms are right here.” She threw a thumb behind her. “We don’t want any accidents out here in the hall,” she said, as if they were wild animals who might defecate wherever the urge struck them.

“Funny girl,” the one on the right said. Neither smiled. Neither moved.

“Excuse me,” she said. She made her voice just sharp enough for them to understand the games were over. They were all in the middle of a busy restaurant, not a back alley somewhere. “I’d like to get back to my table.”

The man on the left reached into a vest pocket.

That singular action snapped a memory firmly into a synapse inside Annette’s head:

“Beautiful,” the older man said. He applauded lightly. Her piano instructor ran a hand through his wavy gray hair, that wry smile planted on his face. She knew he thought himself irresistible. Annette found him terrifying. Sure, he loved to heap on the praise, but she knew he considered her only an extension of his own greatness. He created her, despite Annette’s natural talent. “Now if you’d only groom yourself, you’d have the entire package.” That horrid smile blossomed again. “You know, you’re rather striking when you bother to put yourself together.”

Can you say, sexual harassment? she thought. Sometimes just getting out of bed felt like a chore, let alone anything else. Least of which included sitting in this recital room.

He moved toward her, went to put a hand on her shoulder as he so often did.

Annette eyeballed the coil of piano wire on a shelf just below where she sat. Could she cut a man? Would I cut you?

A deep breath, blowing the memory snippet away, then Annette pushed away from the wall, hands clenched into fists, her eyes planted on the biker with his hand in a vest pocket.

He removed a handkerchief and wiped his nose, a snotty string following the cloth back to his pocket when he finished. She wondered if he had Covid. The other man said, “Wanna go for a little spin? Bike has a nice rumble.” He stared at her with small, close-set eyes, eyebrows raised in a question.

Her path to the dining room still blocked by the two large men, Annette stood her ground, but relaxed her hands. The flashback had her adrenaline pumping but she wanted to appear calm, easygoing. Violence always precipitated violence. She smiled without showing teeth. “Thanks, but no. My boyfriend is waiting, probably already ordered my Diet Coke.” Annette took a step toward the men, hoping they would move aside. Even with them turned sideways, she would be forced to squeeze by much closer to their hulking bodies than she preferred.

Neither moved. A standoff.

Annette stared at them, no smile now. She began the process of assessing how much damage she could do before they got a hold of her. A last resort, girl. Don’t jump the gun. She considered they might just be slow, high, or just socially awkward enough not to understand how damn imposing they really were. She could smell them, a mixture of road grime, sweat, and a sweet, cloying stench like a butcher shop employee. The guy on the right carried red stains around his fingernails and she nodded in her discovery. Bingo. He must be a meat cutter. Certainly not a hunter this time of year.

The guy with the stains glanced down at his hand, then smiled.

She tensed her body. Nettie’s sarcastic wit bantered through her head. Have you heard about the butcher who backed into his grinder? He got a little behind in his work. She felt the right side of her mouth turn upward.

“Something funny?” the man said.

A man she hadn’t noticed, who stood down at the end of the hall, said, “Leave her be, fellas. You tried and she said no. That’s that.” The man’s eyes were gray and seemed to shoot down the dim hall like twin lasers. He wore a couple days’ stubble, clean if tattered jeans, and a tasteful black leather jacket with what Annette figured was the gang’s insignia. His black boots looked rugged and tough. He shrugged. “The boys are just so used to girls begging for a ride. Sorry.”

Both bikers scooted to the opposite side of the hallway as she passed by. Annette made sure not to make eye contact, instead concentrating on the nice man. Must be the leader of the pack. No way these two would have taken instruction otherwise. Her own, much lighter, hikers clacked off the linoleum as she approached him. He wore a bemused smile. His gray eyes literally appeared to dance with mirth, his cheeks pulled up high, giving him the appearance of being joyful. Probably is. Always good to be the boss. She wondered if they were for real or just hobbyists. At least the one guy seemed to have a day job in the meat room.

“Thanks for your patience,” the man said as she walked by him. “Enjoy your meal.”

“Yeah, will do. Thanks.” She nodded with a smile. “You, too.” Annette walked out into the dining room and found Sebastion. Nu walked up to her and lay her large head against Annette
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