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Chapter 1

India


“Wait, is this the place?” I crane my head forward from behind the wheel, looking at the building coming up on my left.  It’s covered in lights, half the words burnt out, but one can make out the ‘Girls, Girls, Girls’, since the sign underneath is the silhouette of a female figure, sitting on her naked ass, with her ample breasts poking up, and enormous nipples pointed north. 
“Yeah, I think so.” My best friend, Ginger, says.
“You don’t know?” I bark, slightly laughing.
“What, do you think I frequent these sorts of places, India?  Geez!”
“I don’t, either, but come on!  There’s a family campground just up ahead!  Who are they trying to kid?”
“I don’t know.  Did you see the massage parlor back there?” She thumbs.
I snort a laugh.  “She seriously wants us to go in.” My voice is flat.  “Did you bring hand sanitizer?”
“Clearly not enough for a place like this.  I don’t know what Michelle was thinking.”
“I think we need a vat of that stuff for here.  I’m not touching anything.”
“Hey, you never know, it could be clean as a whistle in there.” Ginger shrugs as I pull into the half-lit parking lot.  “At least there are plenty of people here.”
“Yeah, let’s hope one of these cars belongs to public health.”
She snorts a laugh.  “Okay, Michelle is officially fired from choosing what to do on girls’ night.”
“No wonder she just gave us a vague address and mumbled the name.”
With a sigh, I find a parking spot, and turn off the engine.  “God, I already feel violated and we’re not even inside.”
“Relax.  You don’t have to go on stage or have a lap dance anything.  We can just admire from afar.”
I roll my eyes.  “You know Michelle.  She’s going to have us all on stage, while she grinds and twerks with at least one of them.  Twenty bucks says she’s not even wearing underwear tonight.”
“Well, we are.  It’ll be fine.”
“Why is it we always have to babysit this girl?  Jesus, remember the tattoo place last month?”
“Yeah, but Michelle is also the one responsible for scoring us half price on that trip to Hawaii last year, too.  Let’s not forget some of the awesome things she’s come up with.”
As I slide down in my seat, I exhale quickly.  “What I wouldn’t do for a marguerita right now.”
“Well, hey, maybe you can get one of those here.” She says, trying to perk me up.
I give her a look.  “I think the best they’ll do is one of those body shot things.  No thanks.”
“And why does she always need to come in separate cars, anyway?”
“So that she can make a grand entrance in her expensive car.”
“And so that she can bring her entourage with her.  Whatever that is this time.”
We look at each other.  “Why are we friends with her?” I ask.
“Because she’s the funnest girl we know.  Because we’ve been friends since high school.  And because she keeps us young.”
“And foolish.” I add.  “Hey, if it were up to me, I’d be at home in bed, watching a movie.  I’ve got the afternoon shift tomorrow and I’m in no mood for spending my morning showering the smell of this place off me.”  I’m a nurse at the local hospital, and I’ve been working my butt off lately.  With Christmas coming, shifts are aplenty, and money is not, and I’m saving up for a house.  The rental that I’m living in is too much to bear, and I’m actually considering taking on a second job, just to get the hell out of there. 
Her voice goes flat.  “Well, if we’re just going to whine about it, why don’t we go home?  Tell her we didn’t feel well.”
I rewind back to my darker days.  When I’d just lost my boyfriend from an overdose.  Michelle was the one that took charge of everything, since his family didn’t seem to give a shit.  And as I disallow myself to fall into that rabbit hole of thought, I pick up my purse, relenting.  “Fine.  Let’s go.”
“Fine.” 
As we walk to the entrance, it flashes back to me again, the reason why I’m living in a hole.  And not just because I obsess about it, but because the bouncer at the door looks exactly like Trey.  So much so, that Ginger actually looks at me and asks if I’m okay, assuming that she saw the uncanny resemblance to the man who put me in a state of poverty.  
“I’m good.  Let’s do this.” I nod, shaking the moment off, like it’s a bad rash.
We walk in and are asked for our names and granted free entrance, thanks to Michelle pre-paying.  Point for her yet again.  “Don’t be too impressed.” Michelle states.  “She probably knew that we wouldn’t set foot in here unless it was for free.”
“She’s astute.  I’ll give her that.”
The place, thankfully, seems to be in decent taste.  The tables aren’t sticky with last night’s spilled beverages, and the music isn’t pumping so loud I have to put my earplugs in…yet.  “It’s not so bad.  A little tacky with the black lights.” I comment, pointing to the receptacles above, that are doing a bang-up job highlighting our teeth and the lettering on my shirt.  “Thank God I didn’t go for my polka-dotted skirt.” I point out.
“Yeah.” She chuckles, taking a seat, while the waitress asks us for a drink order.  We stick to non-alcoholic and sit at a table far away from the stage.  Our drink order arrives, and that’s when she walks in.  Michelle.  Dressed in a sequined white dress, making her look like she’s a glowing orb, and if that doesn’t make her stand out enough, her widened arms and shriek when she sees us, sure does.  “Look what the cat dragged in.” Ginger chuckles, rising with me, as we give Michelle the proffered hug she’s evidently looking for.
“What do you think you guys?” She gushes, as a group of women follow in her wake. None of which we recognize.  The girls are all dressed like they belong on the cover of ‘Tasteless, Cheap Women ‘R’ Us’ magazine.  As if Michelle doesn’t look ridiculous enough.  And that’s when I realize why we don’t recognize the girls.  “Ginger, India, this is Trixie, Chandelier and Mocha…they’re dancers at this place!”
“Get outta town!” I hiss, loud and facetious.  The club is normally a strip joint for males to come and watch female strippers perform, but tonight’s event is being hosted here, and it’s for women.  How the hell Michelle acquainted herself with these girls is beyond me.  The woman is a total enigma, and she never reveals her sources.  She’s like the female version of Gandalf the Great.  
“Oh my gosh!  Look at all the Santa hats!  I knew I forgot something!” Michelle squeaks.  “Oh, and there’s mistletoe on stage!  How festive and naughty!” 
“Well, I’m not kissing anyone, on account of herpes.” Ginger states, sitting back down.
The waitress comes and takes their drink orders, as I sit back down with Ginger, and wait for the other girls to go powder their noses, while Michelle sits down with us and comes down a notch.  “Those aren’t their real names, but they swore they’d have to kill me if they told me.” 
“It’s okay.  Hell, most of the time, people think my name is fake.” Ginger says.  “And you, India, you get that a lot, too, don’t you.” 
“If I had a dime.” I mutter, taking a sip of my drink.
“I never get that.” Michelle states.  “Hey, I already paid for lap dances for all of us, so don’t be shy!  Pick your favorite!”
Face palm.  “God, Michelle.  I don’t want to touch any of them!”
“Don’t be such a prude!” Michelle argues, smiling.  “We came here to have fun, and you’re having it!”
Michelle is a force to be reckoned with, and in her defence, we always have a good time, despite the hemming and hawing. Her friends return with fresh lip gloss and extra puffy hair, and within moments, the MC comes on over the microphone, announcing the start of the show.  I sit back and avoid rolling my eyes, in spite of the strong urge to, and watch as four very beefy guys enter the stage.  One is caramel skinned with long, dark hair, another is white and covered with tattoos, a third is black as night and built like a brick shit house, and the last one is another white guy, slightly smaller, but dressed in a white cowboy outfit.  
And the first thing I'm thinking, as the MC tells us basic housekeeping rules, is how the hell I'm going to get out of my house.  “I bet they have nice places.” I say to Ginger, who’s smiling at the dude in the cowboy outfit.
“They probably do.” She answers, speaking over the din.  “Why don’t you move into my place?”
“We’ve been through this.  I love you, but you are way too tidy for me, and we’d hate each other in a month.”
Ginger shrugs.  “What about Michelle?”
“And interrupt her daily orgies?  Not in a million years.”
Ginger smiles again, as the boys continue with a choreographed dance on stage.  Well, it’s more wiggling hips at the same time, and jutting out pelvises, also in time.  “She’s not that bad.”
I give her a look.  “Try calling her at midnight.  She answers her phone like it’s a nine-hundred number.”
“Heavy breather.” She smirks, pointing at the men, who are now filing on the stage, in a row, and they simultaneously tug down their pants, with backs turned, and wiggle their tight fannies in unison.
“Man, I've got to get a second job.” I say over the din.
“Is that even possible, given all the shifts you’ve been taking?”
“Tomorrow is my last extra shift.” I explain.  My coworker, who I've been covering for, is coming back to work, after a short sick leave.  “That gravy train is over.”
Working a day job would be great, since nursing is normally a night shift gig, at best.  Sometimes I cover both afternoon and night shifts, but I almost never get a day shift, which is fine by me, at least until I can get over this financial hump.  I’ve been looking for an opportunity for moonlighting, but so far, nothing has come of it, despite me looking daily.  
“You could seriously come live with me.  I won’t charge you rent, and then you can save for a place faster.” 
“But then I’d lose my best friend.” I tell her honestly, as the MC announces that the cameras need to go away now, since the real performance is about to start.  And, evidently, what happens at the strip club, stays at the strip club.  I wouldn’t dare have my phone out, anyway.  Not at a place like this.  With my luck, I’d drop it somewhere, like the toilet, and never dare touch it again.  
“You could move.” 
“That’s the point.  I want to move.  But I don’t want to pay rent any higher than I’m paying, otherwise I might as well be working two jobs, anyway.”
“And your folks can’t help you?”
“They don’t have that kind of money, Ginger.  You know that.  And it’s out of the question, anyway, since they’re in Florida until the spring.” My parents live in a trailer park in Florida for the colder months, and then they live in a retirement home here in North Carolina for the remaining months.  
“You going to see them for Christmas?” 
I frown. “I haven’t decided yet.  It depends on money.”
She nods as the men now disappear off stage.  I hadn’t realized how much screaming and squealing was going on while they were on stage, but now my ears are ringing, and the girls, including the ones that Michelle brought, are all carrying on like teenagers at a boy band concert.  When suddenly the black guy slides out of the door at the back of the stage, and he’s dressed in a black leather cowboy outfit, seeing as this may be the common theme tonight.  And thank God for that. If they started coming out in Santa suits, I’d be scarred for life.  I’d never be able to look at the mall Santa the same again.  
Michelle, true to form, drags us up on stage, where there’s a set of four chairs leaned up against the mirrored wall.  Of course, she sets herself first up, and places me second, as reluctantly as I try, but she’s having none of it.  With a couple hundred girls vying for my spot, I sit down and shut up, taking it for the team.  The large black man starts doing his dance in front of her, removing his leather vest first, opting to leave his black Stetson on, as the women squeal and scream at an eardrum-cracking level.  Drinking it up, Michelle is directed to get up and dance with him, while parts of his body begin to poke out from the side of his black leather pants.  
He pulls her chair out from the wall and directs her to sit on it, while he peels the pants off, women squeal like pigs, and I try to look everywhere but…there.  Until I can’t not look at it.  He pulls this ten-incher out, as my jaw drops…and I’m a nurse…and proceeds to slap it across her cheek.  Eyes widened, unable to breathe from shock, I watch him wrap a towel around himself and dance over her, dangling his appendage from under the towel.  Once he’s done with her, he guides her off the stage, back to her seat, and makes his way to me.
I lift a finger.  “That thing is not coming anywhere near me.” 
He smiles.
“I’m not kidding, buddy.  I’m a nurse.  I can name ten diseases and twenty more reasons why that thing isn’t going near my face.  Anything that touches me you’re not getting back.” I warn.
He chuckles and shows his pearly white teeth at me, like he’s heard it all before, while I sit rigid, wondering what the hell he’s going to pull.  Thankfully, the worst he does, is sets me down on the floor, on my back, and dances erotically, on top of me, artfully avoiding touching even an inch of my body.  Kudos to him.  I gain some respect for him, as he pulls me to my feet, and gives me a tasteful hug, while his towel remains secured in place.  “Thank you.” I mouth.  He winks and all is good with the world.
As I take my place back at the table, watching Michelle’s stripper friends dancing provocatively together, as they observe the stage, I can see Ginger’s face turn beet red as the cowboy stripper places his hat on her head, and does a pole dance right in front of her.  He’s pretty good.  I can barely climb a flight of stairs without stumbling, yet this guy is weaving his body around it, looking very sexy, surprising me.  Once he finishes his shpeel, he guides her off stage, and she rejoins me.
“I have a new respect for this place.” She comments.
“I was just going to say.  I think I spoke too soon.”
Ginger sits. “What did you say to that guy? I saw you lift a finger at him, and I thought it was game over.”
I shrug. “Fair warning.”
“Well, he seemed to take it well.”
“He did.”  I look at my watch.  “I’m outta here in thirty minutes.  One more set and that’s it for me.  I’ve got things to do tomorrow.”
Turns out my plans get nixed, since I get called in to work early, on account of an influx of people calling in sick.  Evidently, I wasn’t anywhere where anything was catching, but everyone else in town was.  The irony is not lost on me, as I’m called to triage a young child, around six years old, who has just all but sliced his finger off.  “What’s your name?” I ask, using the gentle voice I use for children, and only for children, since it sounds like something that belongs on Sesame Street, not in North Carolina Emergency Health Services.
“Brad.” He answers tearfully, as I gently encourage him to point his finger upwards, and above his head, to try to stop the bleeding, so that I can take a look at it.  
“Him and his twin brother were playing around in my coworker’s barn, and I turned my back for two seconds.” His father comments.
“But Brent picked the knife up first.” Brad argues.
“And who’s the one in the Emergency Room, huh?” Dad points out.  “You know that Colton told you two to stay out of that room.  It’s only for him to use, when he’s adjusting the saddles and hides.  I warned you.  You better hope that Colton lets you come back to his ranch again.”
“Is this Colton Ford you’re talking about?” I ask, wrapping the boy’s finger, enough so that the doctor can confirm that, in fact, he needs stitches.
“You know him?”
“Vaguely.  I took riding lessons with my friend at his ranch last summer.”
“I work with him.” Dad states, holding out his hand for me to shake.  “Luke Dermot.”
“India Blanchard. Nice to meet you.”
“Yeah.  Sorry for the circumstances.”
I give him a tight smile.  “I’ll see if I can pull the doctor in here before his next patient.  He’ll need a few stitches. And I’ll clean him up.  It won’t be long.”
“Thank you.  I appreciate it.”
Fortunately, the doctor is standing right outside the door, looking at a patient’s chart from his phone.  He unwraps the boy’s finger with barely a word and nods that he needs three stitches.  “Can you take care of that, India?” 
“Sure thing.” I nod as he leaves, eager to get to the next patient.
I just wish I’d known that the moment I step back into the room, my life will change forever…
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Chapter 2

Luke


I saw it before it even happened.  Both my sons are daredevils. Neither of them has any fear whatsoever, which is usually a good thing, but every so often, when I turn my back on them, they get into trouble. They're both six years old, and they're missing their mama, what they remember of her, anyway. They were too young to understand when she left, and way too impressionable to understand when she died. 
But they are the light of my life, my kids. It's just hard sometimes, to keep the four of us together, since most of the time we're falling apart at the seams. My work with Colton demands a lot of me, and I know that's part of the reason why my marriage fell apart. I've lost count how many nannies I've had come into the house and leave the same day in some cases. Two twin boys and an older girl is a lot to handle, especially in a house like mine, where there is no mother, and the father is only home and available for an hour usually each weeknight.
The weekends are when I make up for my absence during the week. It's thank God for Colton and his ranch, because otherwise I don't know what I would do, except take them to parks and other places, but it's the horses that they love, and Colton’s family is magnificent. All five of those boys have helped me through thick and thin, hell, sometimes they've even babysat for me. That's where my other twin boy and my girl are right now, with Colton, while I tend to this one.
Luckily, the look on this nurse’s face is different from what I'm used to seeing, which is either pure disgust or pity, neither of which I'm a fan of. I'll admit, this isn't the first trip to the emergency room this month. But with mischievous twin boys, it's sometimes hard to avoid. There is no judgment on this nurse’s face, as she stitches my boy’s finger back up again, making it look like new.
“Is he going to get a really cool scar?” I ask her, watching my son, once again without fear in his eyes. “Because I hear chicks dig that.”
“No, it's just three small stitches, and they’re dissolvable.  So in a couple of months it'll be like this never happened.”
“Until next time, that is. I tell you, I’m thankful that this happened at Colton’s ranch, and not at home. That last nanny would have fainted on me.” I comment, scratching my head.
“Yeah.” My son chuckles, as though the needle that is suturing up his skin is tickling him. “She didn't let me play with my slime or anything.”
“Now, you make sure to keep this clean.” The nurse says. “Make sure if you get it dirty, that you ask your mama or your daddy to get you a Band-Aid to keep it clean.” 
That's when Brad blurts, making my face go to my palm immediately. “Our mama is dead. She died in a car wreck when I was a baby.” He says it as casually as though he's telling her that he forgot to put on clean socks today.
But India, the nurse, thankfully takes his comment in stride.  “And I’m sure she’s telling you from up in heaven that you’re lucky you didn’t slice your finger right off.” 
But Brad is unscathed.  His face brightens. “If I did, would you be able to sew it back on?”
“Never mind that.” I tell him, smacking him playfully up the side of his head.  “You just stay out of Colton’s feeding room. Just what were you and Brent thinking, picking up that knife, anyway?  Gosh, Brad, I’ve taught you to stay away from sharps.” I’m a drafting engineer, and my job is to help design the inner workings of the aircraft for the airline that Colton and his brothers own.  I’m not in charge of building the body of the aircraft, per se, it’s more to do with the engine and the aerodynamics of it all.  In my home office are all sorts of little sharps, since most of my work is done via software, and then afterwords, using models made well below scale.
“But, daddy, I told you that Brent picked it up first.” He argues.
“Yes, and I saw you take it from him, at which time it slipped out of your hand and sliced it in the process.  India here is right in that you’re lucky it didn’t take your whole finger off.  You keep it up and next time it’ll be your whole hand, kid.”
India cleans up the wound and puts some gauze and a bandage around it.  “There.  Take this dressing off tomorrow.  Give it twenty-four hours.  Wash it with soap and water and some peroxide, and then put a smaller bandage on it.  Here, I’ll give you one.” She says, going into a small drawer at the side of the cart that she’s working from.  The box of bandages has Spider Man on the side, and Brad’s face lights up when he sees them.  “Here, I’ll give you two, just in case.”
“Thank you.” He says.  “Can you give me a needle, too?”
She looks at him sideways.  “Get out of here.” Her voice is teasing.
“My kid’s a sadist.  What can I say?” 
India waves.  “He’s got personality.  I’ll give him that.”
A man dressed as Santa Claus suddenly walks through the Emergency Room, and Brad’s eyes widen.  He doesn’t even wait for me to give him permission to go see him, instead, he tears off after the man.  A couple of other kids do the same, as we watch from the room.
“I’m sorry about your wife.” India says.  
“Thanks.” I smile tightly.  “We were divorce before she died, but that doesn’t make it any less complicated with three kids.”
“I can’t even imagine.”
“And what’s worse is that they’re terrors.  I can’t keep a nanny more than a day or two before they walk out.  It’s a shame, really, because they’re good kids, they’re just adventurous.  They come by it honestly. I was just like that.”
“Oh yeah?”
I nod.  “Yeah.  That’s probably how I became an engineer.  Couldn’t stay out of anything.  Had to tear everything apart and put it back together again.  Then when my grandfather took me to a warplane heritage museum, I was hooked.  Colton says that I’m his right-hand man.  It’s just too bad that the job takes me away from my kids so often.”
She pulls her ponytail out, adjusts the hair that’s fallen out of it, and winds the elastic band back into her hair.  “My grandmother was a nurse.  I loved how she knew how to take care of everyone, and that sense of peace always hit home, so I knew I had to be a nurse, just like her.  It’s gravy that I only need a few hours of sleep a night.  That’s why this job works so well for me.  They can’t give me enough shifts.”
We watch Santa pull gifts out of the bag he was carrying on his back, and he hands them out to the kids.  “I wish I could find a nanny with that much energy.  Most of them just want to clean the house while the kids sit quietly and read.  My kids are non-stop.”  I rake a hand through my hair.  “Colton’s good about it, when he can help out.  He just throws them on his horses and they’re in hog heaven.”
“You mentioned you have two other children.  Is that where they are now?”
I nod.  “Yeah.  Once Brad’s finger starting dripping blood everywhere, we just exchanged a look and that was it.  Now, I work with Jack, Colton’s brother, but I see Colton every day and I’m at his ranch a lot.  I don’t know what I’d do without him, honestly.  It’s too bad I can’t clone him.  I need someone like him to watch the kids.”
“And you can’t work from home at all?”
“I can some.  But most of the projects are collaborative, once my designs are in place.  We have a lot of meetings and discussions and such.  But once my kids are home from school, they’re all over the place.  They don’t fight, but they’re troublemakers.  Into everything, climbing up stuff, tearing things up.  But when they’re down for the night, they’re done.”
Her tone changes tack slightly. She lifts a brow, like her wheels are turning.  “Do you have someone to watch them in the morning?”
“Well, that isn
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