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Annie

 


The red-neon sign off Highway 12 flashes Viper Pit.
Or it would have, had the P in Pit not been burned out. Now the
sign just reads Viper it.

Not quite the same feel to that, I think with
a snort.

From the looks of the parking lot, it’s doing a
bustling business this Friday night. It’s on the outskirts of a
small town, a two-hour ride northwest from Nashville, where I have
lived for the past two years. I double-check the address on my GPS
and sigh with resignation when I see it’s correct. 

For Sarah, I can do this.

I sit in the car in the dark parking lot for a few
minutes watching the locals stagger in. I’m barely aware of the
temperature outside dropping and how cold it’s getting. “It’s now
or never, Annie,” I mutter to myself, before shoving the car door
open and climbing out.

I’m instantly hit with a blast of ice-cold air. I’ve
been busy this week and haven’t heard the weather report. I also
didn’t bother grabbing a coat. I push a strand of hair that’s come
loose from the ponytail I’ve worn since 5:00 AM behind my ear and
look down at my wrinkled scrubs. Maybe I should have cleaned up, or
even waited until tomorrow to do this, but I promised Sarah. The
thought of her brings tears to my eyes, and I suddenly blink to get
rid of them. As a nurse I have known loss before, it’s part of the
job, but this one especially hurts. 

I stand at the wooden door and take a deep breath of
the clean air. From the outside, I can hear laughter and music
coming from within. I hesitate … shiver. At least inside promises
warmth if nothing else. I slowly push the door open. I’m instantly
assaulted by the odors of too many sweaty bodies, cheap perfume,
stale cigarette smoke, and liquor. It’s not well lit, and I stand
for a moment blinking and trying to get my bearings. 

“Woo hoo! What have we got here? Hey, nurse, please
tell me it’s time for my sponge bath,” says a large guy with a
scraggly mustache sitting at a table with a group of several other
similar men.

I frown at him and scoot past his chair. I sidestep
a grab for my arm, and the table erupts in laughter. A sponge-bath
my ass! From the smell of him and his friends, they need a good
soak in scalding-hot water and a long scrub with an antibacterial
soap. I’m not even sure that’s going to get the decades of stink
off of them.

I make my way quickly to the bar, where a man stands
watching me with a frown. He’s attractive, if you like that bad-boy
look … tall, built, tattoos, short cut dark hair, neat beard. Yeah,
okay he’s not my usual type, but even I have to admit that he’s
hot. As a nurse, I can appreciate a well-defined body, and it’s on
full display in the stretched to the limit black tee he’s
wearing.

Gray-green eyes watch me approach with all the
enthusiasm of a homeowner seeing his house burn to the ground. When
I get close enough to be able to hear over the guitar-heavy,
country music, he leans over the bar toward me. “You lost, sweet
pea?”

I inwardly bristle at being called “sweet pea” even
though coming from someone as gorgeous as him, it does sound sexy
as hell. His voice is home-grown honey and whiskey mixed with a
Tennessee twang. I imagine him whispering things in my ear that
makes me blush, and I don’t blush easily anymore. I shake my head
no and feel more hair disengage from the band holding it back. “I’m
looking for Van Hawkes. Do you know him?”

His eyebrows rise up a little before he asks, “What
you want Van for, darling?”

I’m too tired for this question and answer session,
even from the hot guy. I need a shower, a pint of ice cream, and
twelve hours of uninterrupted sleep. Some steamy, mindless sex
wouldn’t hurt either. I could get lost in some of that right now.
It’s been a long time, and my body is trying to remind me that I’m
not the one dead. If only I had the time.

I always get a little snippy when I’m
sleep-deprived, so I shoot back. “That’s my
business, Sweetheart. Is he here?” The walking
orgasm’s lips twitch, and for a brief moment, I think he may
actually smile.

I suddenly feel a heavy arm drop around my shoulders
and the stink of sour beer hits my face. “Hey, nurse, how about me
and you get out of here and play a little doctor?” The man leans
inward toward me, and I struggle not to gag and to get out of his
grip. It’s surprisingly strong for someone who has had way too much
to drink.

“Get your damn hands off me!” I demand, shoving at
him.

In a flash, the hot bar guy has jumped the bar and
is beside me. “Earl, what have I told you about touching the
ladies? Get gone. Now!”

Earl lets go of me and staggers backward, holding
both hands up in surrender. “Sorry, man. Didn’t know you had a
claim on this sexy piece. No harm meant, man.”

Piece?
Did he just call me a piece? I step closer to the drunk, intending
to give him a quick kick to his flappy balls. “What did you
call me?”

The stinky drunk guy laughs. “Van, you always were a
lucky son-of-a-bitch when it came to women.” He staggers away
before I can drop-kick him to his ass on the nasty wood floor.

I turn on hot guy. “Wait, did he call you Van?”

He nods. His jaw tightens until I see a muscle
twitch. “Come with me.” 

I let him lead me to a back hallway and to a door
marked “office”. He pushes it open and motions for me to go ahead
inside. Then he follows me and closes the door with a snap.
Instantly, the racket from the bar becomes a dull rumble, more like
an approaching thunderstorm.

He points to a comfy-looking couch that, for some
reason, makes me want to curl up on it and take a nap. I have to
wonder how many times he’s done just that.

He sits behind the desk, leaning back in the chair
until I think it will tip over. He laces his fingers behind his
head and gives me a good look at his muscular biceps. His eyes are
hooded, as he studies me.

I sit precariously on the edge of the couch, in the
event I need to make a hasty retreat or worse, get too comfortable
and fall asleep. I reach into my bag and pull out a large manila
envelope before looking at him. “My name is Annie, and Sarah sent
me.”

The face that a moment earlier had shown curiosity
and perhaps some interest now shuts completely down. He stands so
suddenly I jerk and feel a moment of fear as his large body looms
over me. “I have nothing to say to that woman. You can take that
message back to her.” He turns and opens the door. Then he waits
while I regrettably rise from the couch. 

     Damn, but I’m
tired. 

“I can’t do that. I’m sorry to inform you that your
aunt has passed away. Early this morning…” I hold out the envelope.
“I was with her when she died. She went peacefully at her home, and
she did not suffer at the end. I hope knowing that brings you some
comfort.” His face remains blank, so I continue. “Her dying wish
was that I promise to bring this envelope to you.”

He makes no move to take the envelope, and his
expression is still stony, but a muscle along his jaw twitches
again.

I have seen the family of patients in shock at the
announcement of their loved one’s death. Was Van in shock? “I’m
sorry for your loss. Is there someone I can call for you?” I
already know from Sarah that there is no other family. Her nephew
Van was it. “Maybe your spouse, or a friend perhaps?” I prod.

“There’s no spouse and no need for you to call
anyone. I appreciate you making the trip to tell me in person. You
can leave now and take the envelope with you.”

I look down at the envelope and frown. “She wanted
you to have this.” I hold it out to him, and once again, he makes
no move to take it from me.

“Take it with you. Nurse Goody-Two-Shoes, I don’t
want it.”

Okay, the hot bar guy was starting to piss me off. I
shove hair back from my face and point at him. “I’m getting fucking
tired of being called names in this sleazy dive bar! So that’s
Nurse Annie to you.” I point my finger at the
middle of his chest, too exhausted to even care about my safety or
the fact he could rip me apart with those sexy muscles. I’m a plump
Chihuahua and he’s a muscular pit bull with an attitude problem,
but I can get one too when necessary. “It’s eleven freaking
o'clock, and I’ve been up since before five this morning. I’ve
driven over two hours to get here, and the day has been very
emotional. I’m tired, and I need a shower. I made a promise to a
dying woman, and I intend on keeping that promise. Take the damn
envelope so I can get in my car and drive back home to my bed.
Wherever that may be,” I add with a frown. Where will I
live now that Sarah is gone? 

We are at a stand-off. He stares at me, and I glare
right back at him.

“Hey, Van, you better get out here. We got trouble,”
someone yells from down the hall.

The sounds of loud voices screaming obscenities and
breaking glass makes me cringe.

“This isn’t over. Stay here,” Van says.

“No way, someone may need medical attention. I’ll
come with you.”

He looks like he wants to argue about me coming, but
in the end, he says, “Suit yourself, Nurse Annie.” Then he storms
down the hallway with me on his heels.
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