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        Blake Chandler- 22 years old. Has won five lotteries the previous year as he traveled across the country to spread his parent’s ashes and purchased lottery tickets with money they left him and instructions to do. He won twenty billion, but after taxes he’s down to a mere ten billion and is looking for financial advice. He lives in Lubbock, Texas, next door to Lexi’s brother, Josh. Josh sets him up with Max Lane to help get his finances straight before he loses it all to taxes. Blake’s physical appearance is; tall, 6’3” muscular, shoulder length blonde curls, symmetrical chiseled features, brown and blue hazel eyes. He’s a sweet, happy-go-lucky guy. He makes fast friends with Max and Kip. (He’s met Kip and Peyton in L.A. at the beach)

        Rachelle Stone- 20 years old, but turns 21 in the first book- In college at UCLA, in L.A. in the Culinary Arts Program. Her mother doesn’t know who her father is and has little to do with her. When she was three her mother placed her in a children’s home. (The same one Max Lane was in, he was fifteen at the time) Her grandparents live in Round Rock, Texas and that’s her only real family. She has abandonment issues. Her physical appearance is; Small frame, 5’2”, deep black, straight hair that hangs to her small waist. Brilliant, deep blue eyes fringed in dark, thick lashes. Porcelain skin with hints of pink staining her high cheek bones and red, pouty lips. Her character is trying hard to be tough and keep most people at arms-length. Peyton is her best friend and after meeting Max again, she forms a little bond with him as an older brother figure.
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            Part 1 Lucky Stars

          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      Pinks and oranges fill the sky as the sun sets behind my parent’s home. The mailbox has become my enemy, but I check it anyway. The last letter from the IRS took millions from me. I close my eyes and hope there’s nothing else from them in the box shaped like a large mouth bass.

      My father was a novice fisherman, but you wouldn’t know that by the amount of fishing paraphernalia he had accumulated in his lifetime. My mother was not a very good cook, but she had enough cookbooks to stock an aisle in Barnes and Nobles.

      They passed away last year, together, right in the house I still live in. I was away at college, thankfully, or I’d be where they are now. A gas leak in the house took them as they slept one night.

      I should sell the place and move, especially since I lucked out on the road trip they had me make. In their will they left me three thousand dollars, and I had to use every penny of that money to play the lotteries through every state I went through on my journey to spread their ashes.

      Dad was spread in the Atlantic Ocean and Mom in the Pacific. The crazy thing is that I won seven of the lotteries and each jackpot was larger than the next. I ended that week a billionaire.

      Thanks, Mom and Dad!

      

      Every time I tell that story I have to thank them. Between them and God is the only way I got that money. I don’t think I’ve ever been this lucky.

      Well, the luck is running out as the IRS is finding way after way to get the money.

      “Hey, what ya doin’ out here at the ol’ fish box?” my neighbor, Josh asks me as he strides out of his house next door.

      He moved here a couple of years ago and we hang out now and then, he’s a bit older than I am. I’m a kid to most at twenty-one, so I get left out of a lot of the block parties the older people have. Josh is a pretty good guy though and a great neighbor.

      “Just checking to see if there are any more letters from the evil government, trying to take my money,” I gripe as I close the fish’s mouth and am happy to see there are no letters from my arch nemesis.

      “About your money,” he says. “It’s none of my business and I love having you as a neighbor, but why the hell are you still here in the two-bedroom house you grew up in? Get a mansion like all the other billionaires, dude!”

      With a shrug of my shoulders, I say, “It’s not the right time yet. I know it sounds crazy, but I don’t want to leave the old house behind just yet. I’ll get out of it someday, but not just yet. My parents’ things are all in it and I’d have to pack them up if I move. Frankly, I kind of act like they’re on vacation and will be home anytime. It makes me keep the house cleaned up.”

      He chuckles and pats me on the back.

      “You should come over and eat dinner with us tonight. The wife made spaghetti.”

      “Thanks, but I have a frozen dinner cooking in the oven and I’d hate to let it go to waste. Maybe another night.” I stroll back up the walkway to the old home my parents bought when they had me. It’s looking a little worse for wear and I make a mental note to at least get new siding on it. I’m a freaking billionaire after all.

      

      “Hey,” Josh calls out, stopping my retreat. “Did you say the IRS took a lot of your money?”

      I nod and whine, “Yeah, I have no idea what to do about it.”

      He jogs up to me.

      “My brother-in-law happens to be a man in your position.”

      “What position is that, a top player in Halo? Cause hook me up, I love a challenge,” I say as that can be all he means. I do little else since I won the money.

      “No,” he says with a laugh. “He’s rich too. Filthy, stinkin’ just like you. He lives in Houston. I could set up a meeting so he could help you figure out your finances and how to keep most of your money.”

      “Really!” My heart speeds up with the first good news I’ve heard in a while. “That would be awesome, dude!”

      He turns to go back to his house. “I’ll call him and ask when would be a good time for him. You’re pretty much wide open aren’t you?”

      “I’m completely wide open. Thanks so much.” I wave and go inside.

      I break into a dance as I finally may have someone to help me not only take action to keep my money, but maybe they can help me figure out something worthwhile to do with it as well.

      Looks like I got another lucky day!
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      “For the love of all which is holy!” I jump to avoid tripping over the Barbie dream car hiding at the bottom of the staircase. “Zoey, what did I tell you about leaving your toys lying around? Especially on the stairs!” I round the corner to see my four-year-old daughter diving behind her mother as she sits on the sofa in the sitting room we use for the kids to play in.

      “Max!” Lexi shouts at me. “No need to yell! She’s just a little girl. She forgets things. It’s not her fault.”

      “Then who’s is it, Lex? You baby these kids. The twins are in pre-k for God’s….”

      “Stop!” she interrupts. “Remember there are little parrots in this home and they repeat every word we say.”

      “For goodness sakes. Okay? Happy?” I ask as I look around for my car keys. “Do you happen to know where the keys to my Jag are?”

      She points to our one and a half-year-old son, Zakk. He has them in his mouth and is slobbering all over them. I look around for something to trade him and find a candy cane that may have been around since last Christmas, but I gotta do what I gotta do.

      I pick up the slightly chewed on candy and make my way to the smiling baby boy.

      “Look what Daddy’s got.” I wiggle the candy at him and his blue eyes shine up at me. He has my eyes and his mother’s silky, blonde hair.

      Lexi clears her throat, drawing my attention.

      “No way. Keep looking for something else to trade him with.”

      With a growl I take the candy cane to the kitchen and dispose of it like it should’ve been done long ago. I find him one of his little cookies and take that back to the sitting room my not so little family is in.

      Lexi meets me just outside the door, my keys in her hand.

      “Now I have them. What are you going to trade me for them, huh?”

      Wrapping my arms around her, I whisper behind her ear and press my body to hers, “I’ll trade you one kiss and a hell of a lot more tonight when I get you into our bed.”

      “Deal,” she says as she places the keys in my hand and turns her lips up to mine.

      Though we’ve been together for a good few years now, her kiss still takes me to another place and time. Heat fills me as her sweet lips press against mine. Her lips part and I swirl my tongue around hers.

      I grind into her soft body and wish like hell we could run upstairs for a little alone time. Her hand runs over my ass and my insides turn to jelly.

      Then she tugs on my shirt.

      “Daddy, hey, Daddy!” my four-year-old son, Zane, shouts. “Hey, can I go too?”

      

      It was his hand on my ass apparently. I pull my mouth from my wife’s and place my forehead to hers.

      “How many more of these things did I say I wanted to have?”

      “You said several more, but I’m getting the distinct impression that three is enough for you.” Her hand runs over my cheek and I grab it and kiss her palm.

      “Yeah, for now and maybe forever, three is more than plenty.” I turn and rub Zane’s little, blonde head. “Hey, buddy, not this time, okay? Daddy’s picking up a man at the airport and it can be a little taxing to try to keep up with you when there’s so many people. I’ll be back home soon.”

      “Well, can you at least bring me something back, like a puppy or a kitty cat?” he asks as his bottom lips juts out in a pout.

      “Oh! A kitty!” Zoey shouts as she runs out of the room.

      “No! Lord have mercy! Lexi, these kids!” I walk away as Zoey grabs one leg and Zane grabs the other. They giggle like crazy people as they try to slow me down.

      Lexi grabs the baby and follows behind me. Once I reach the door she gets the kids to leave me alone, using just one word, “Stop.”

      They let go as if she magically made them somehow. I look at her.

      “You have to teach me your ways, you’re a Jedi master.”

      “I am,” she says as she scoots the kids back. A little kiss she leaves on my cheek.

      “Hurry back to me. And thanks again for meeting with this guy for my brother, Josh. It’s a really sweet and nice thing for you to do, Max.”

      I smack my head and turn back as I remember we have guests coming.

      “What time are Kip and Peyton getting here?”

      “Around four, Peyton said. They’re coming in on his new chopper, since you helped him get his license.”

      “Cool, I’ll try to have this guy squared away by then so we can chill out by the pool with you guys,” I say and make my way to the car.

      Looks like it’s going to be a full day!
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      “I know I put his toy in the diaper bag, Peyton. Keep looking,” I say as our one-year-old son, Pax, screams his head off.

      Rachelle, my wife Peyton’s, best friend tries to distract the child by making silly faces at him. We’re in my new helicopter, flying to Houston to spend the weekend with our friends, the Lanes.

      I didn’t know Pax was going to freak out when he realized his little stuffed bear wasn’t by his side once he woke up. Peyton pulls the bear out of the bag with an expression of triumph on her pretty face.

      “Here it is! I have it,” she shouts over his wails. “Here, baby, look Mommy found it.”

      His mouth shuts, and he sniffles and holds his hand out for his toy. I roll my eyes at my wife.

      “You really need to work with him more. He’s a very demanding child.”

      “He’s your son. All the way around, Kip, he’s you. From his dark blond hair to his deep blue eyes, the boy is you all over again, bad temper and all.” She pats the back of my hand.

      “I don’t even have a temper, Peyton,” I say as I adjust our speed as we come into a little cloud bank.

      “No, sure you don’t,” she says with a laugh. She turns to look at Rachelle in the back seat. “This man has no temper, but let me tell you what. If you use the last egg without getting more and it is early on a Sunday morning, watch out! This man will read you the riot act and let you know that can never happen, not ever.”

      I do recall that particular little scene, but I was dog tired from a night of agony as our son was cutting his first tooth, and there was no coffee either.

      

      The mansion comes into view and I see the pad has been cleared for me. Max and I have been mates for a couple of years, but it seems like forever. He and his wife are as close as siblings to me and mine.

      It doesn’t take long once we land to find their twins running towards us. Zoey shouts, “Hunky Kip, Auntie Peyton!”

      I hold out my arms and she rushes into them, little kisses she pecks all over my face as she holds my cheeks between her small hands.

      “How’s my girl?”

      “I’m fine. How’s my pony?” she asks. I bought her and her brother ponies last Christmas and kept them at our place in Los Angeles.

      Her brother, Zane, tugs at my pants leg.

      “Is my pony being good, Uncle Kip?”

      “He is,” I say and put Zoey down and tussle the little, blonde boy’s hair.

      Lexi walks out with their baby, Zakk on her hip. Her long legs clad in a pair of pink shorts and a little, white T-shirt hugs her toned body. She’s a true beauty all the way through. Max tells a story about how she was when they first met and I have a devil of a time believing the man.

      He said she was a nerdy girl hidden behind owlish glasses and hid her spectacular figure beneath clothes too big for her. I just can’t believe that. She takes long strides towards us and gives me a hug.

      “I’m so happy you all are here.”

      

      Peyton pulls the baby out of his car seat and gives Lexi a hug.

      “Thanks for inviting us.” She holds our son out to Lexi. “Wanna trade? I have to give my Zakkie Poo a kiss and hug. I missed the little monkey butt.”

      Lexi takes Pax in her arms and coos at him, “Who’s the pretty baby boy?”

      He giggles and grabs a handful of her long, blonde hair. Lexi smiles at Rachelle who’s made it out of the chopper.

      “Good! You were able to make it. I’m so glad. Our house manager and chef, Hilda, is dying to get to cook with you this weekend. It’s all she can talk about, getting to cook with someone who’s training at the culinary arts program at UCLA.”

      “It’ll be an honor to get some of her training. She’s a fantastic cook from what Kip and Peyton have told me about her.” Rachelle says as she runs her hand over Zane’s head. He reaches up to take her hand.

      “You’re really pretty,” he tells her. “Do you have a boyfriend?”

      She giggles. “Thank you and no. You interested, Zane?”

      He laughs and blushes. “Maybe.”

      We all laugh as we go inside.

      Looks like Rachelle’s finally found a man!
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            Blake

          

        

      

    

    
      A boisterous bunch of people walk into Max’s mansion, led by his wife, Lexi. The man and woman who follow behind her look vaguely familiar. The man especially. Into the doors Max’s little son, Zane, pulls someone along behind him.

      “Come on, Rachelle!”

      My heart skips a beat and I forget to breathe. She has long, black, silky hair that goes to her waist. She’s a tiny thing, maybe five foot two, her eyes are the most beautiful blue I’ve ever seen. Thick, black lashes surround them. Her skin is like porcelain and the slightest tinge of pink stains her cheeks. Her lips are red and have a natural little pout to them.

      

      I’m moving across the floor as if she’s pulling me with some invisible cord to her.

      “Hi, I’m Blake Chandler.”

      She smiles and blushes as everyone laughs at me.

      “Hi there, Blake Chandler.”

      Max claps me on the shoulder as he comes up behind me. He gestures to the man with dark blonde, straight hair that goes to his shoulders and he has dark blue eyes.

      “This is Kip Dixon. Yes, the recording artist, Kip Dixon. He’s just not wearing the make-up. He ditched it last year.”

      “Yeah, I know, I saw him on a talk show a few months ago.” I extend my hand. “Nice to meet you, Kip.” He shakes my hand and I turn my attention to the lady next to him who has long, blonde curls which fall to her waist. Her eyes are a mix of green and brown and she’s very pretty. “You must be his wife.”

      She takes up my hand and gives it a shake.

      “Hi, Blake, I’m Peyton. This young lady here is my best friend, Rachelle Stone. She goes to UCLA. Where is it you’re from?”

      “Lubbock,” I say then turn my attention back to the raven haired beauty. “What is it you're studying at UCLA?”

      “Culinary arts. And what is it you do, Blake?” she asks.

      I don’t have a damn answer for that. I do as little as humanly possible, but I don’t want her to know that.

      “I’m kinda rich, so I’m looking for something to do.”

      “Kinda rich?” she asks as she narrows her eyes.

      

      Max saves me.

      “He’s looking into becoming an investor. He inherited a little sum of money from his parents when they passed on and played the lottery in states across America. He won several of them and ended up with quite a tidy sum. He’s here so I can teach him a thing or two about investing his money to make more of it and keep as much as he can out of the government’s hands.”

      Peyton wags her finger at me with a look in her eyes.

      “You! I think I know you. Well, not know you, know you, but did you go to L.A. and drop your mom in the ocean?”

      “Her ashes, yeah!” I look harder at her and slap my leg. “Yeah, it’s you two. I knew, I knew you guys from somewhere. Small freakin’ world!”

      Rachelle nudges Peyton’s shoulder.

      “So, you know this guy?”

      “Kip and I were strolling along on the beach before the baby was born and saw him tossing the ashes into the water. We stopped and talked to him and he told us this heartwarming story about his parents passing on together. It was really sweet, in a sad kind of way.”

      Rachelle’s eyes go soft as she looks at me and touches my hand.

      “I’m sorry to hear that. How are you doing with that?”

      “I’m fine. They died happy. No reason to be sorry for me.” I smile at her and want to take her hand in mine so damn bad.

      Max saves me from making a fool out of myself. Another clap on my shoulder and he says, “Why don’t we let them get settled in and we can all meet out by the swimming pool.”

      They agree and Lexi leads them to their rooms. She looks over her shoulder at me.

      “I hope you don’t mind sharing a bathroom with Rachelle. I have her in the room that’s by yours.”

      I shake my head. “I’m sure we can stay out of each other’s way.”

      Not that I want that. I want to get all up in her way!
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            Rachelle

          

        

      

    

    
      “Can you tie me up?” I walk into Peyton’s bedroom and ask.

      Kip’s already taken the baby and went out to the pool. Peyton and I are changing into our bikinis and mine is being difficult. She ties it tight.

      “I don’t need these babies breaking free,” I say with a laugh.

      “So, the stud, Blake, what do you think?” she asks me.

      I haven’t thought of him at all, at least in the last few seconds. He’s tall, I’d say about six feet, three inches. His blonde curls just touch his broad shoulders and he’s got amazing blue, brown eyes. His bone structure is probably the most symmetrical I’ve ever seen. He’s handsome, not boyishly cute, not adorable, and completely handsome.

      

      “He’s okay,” I say.

      Peyton huffs.

      “Sure, he’s okay. That man has classic good looks. And I know you got a look at those monster biceps he has. Damn it girl, can you imagine getting swept up in his strong arms?”

      We giggle and I pull a thin, white cover-up that’s see-through over my red bikini as we walk out of the room.

      “Don’t go there, Peyton! You and Kip are always trying to play match-maker.”

      Her arm goes around my shoulders and she squeezes me in her embrace.

      “The joys of a good relationship are all we wish for you, Shelly.”

      I can see the men all sitting around the edge of the swimming pool as we get to the glass patio doors. With no shirt to hide him, I see Blake is covered in muscles. Sharply I pull in a breath and tighten my hands into little fists.

      

      “Holy crap!” Peyton hisses. “Would you look at that?”

      “He’s gorgeous,” I mutter. “So many muscles.”

      Peyton has to tug me along as my feet have stopped working for some damn reason. “Come on, let’s go play with the kids.”

      I wanna play with something, but it’s not any kid!
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            Blake

          

        

      

    

    
      Kip let’s out a long whistle as he looks back over his shoulder. I turn to see what he’s looking at and my eyes nearly pop out of my head.

      “Oh my God!” I whisper.

      Rachelle’s legs aren’t as long as Peyton’s or Lexi’s but they are perfectly formed for her body. She looks like a little doll, perfectly proportioned. Her breasts fill the little, red bikini top and the bottoms mold around her curvy ass.

      “Breathe, Blake,” Max whispers as he jabs me in the ribs.

      Peyton and Rachelle walk straight into the water, joining Lexi as she pulls little Zakk and Pax in a little inflatable boat. The twins swim around with floaties on.

      Me, Max, and Kip sit on the side of the pool with our legs dangling in the cool water. I watch Max’s son, Zane, swim right up to Rachelle. He wraps his body around hers and I’m suddenly real jealous of the kid.

      “Hi,” he says. She smiles sweetly at him and runs her hand over his little head.

      “Hey there, sweetie.”

      Kip nudges me with his elbow. “She’s great with kids.”

      “Huh? Kids?” I stammer as I watch her interaction with the little boy.

      

      Max pulls his shades off and hands them to me.

      “Here, put these on so she doesn’t freak out that you’re staring at her. Then you can stare, but she won’t know.”

      I put on the dark sunglasses and try to move my head so she’s unaware of how much I’m checking her out. Her little, hot body has me feeling heat in places it’s been a while I felt heat in.

      “What’s she really like, Kip?” I ask. “Is she sweet or a complete bitch? Please tell me she has some terrible flaw I could never deal with. Because she’s stealing my heart way too quickly.”

      “I wish I could help you out, bro,” Kip says. “The fact is she’s pretty selfless and quite nice. She’s funny and the best cook. I’ve asked her to become our personal chef, but she refused. She wants her own restaurant once she graduates though she knows it’s a pipe dream for her. Her family doesn’t have that kind of money.”

      Her head turns to look at Zoey as the little girl shrieks for someone to watch her swim like a fish. Her dark, silky strands flow over her shoulder in slow motion and her chest rises with her intake of breath and it’s all in slow motion for some damn reason.

      “Is anyone else seeing things in slow motion?” I ask.

      They both laugh at me. Max sighs.

      “You remember the first time you ever laid eyes on Peyton, Kip?”

      He nods and picks up the beer sitting on the patio next to him.

      “Like it was yesterday. I know you remember the first time you saw Lexi.”

      Max leans back on his palms and looks up at the clear blue sky.

      “That was so fantastic. Well not the first time I saw her. The poor girl didn’t have a clue and was hidden behind clothes that were too big and a nerdy look. Once I got her out of those clothes and the damn bun pulled out of her hair that was when I knew she was the one for me.”

      “Damn it,” I murmur. “I’m done for.”

      

      They both nod and Max hands me a beer out of the little ice chest next to him.

      “I hope it goes a hell of a lot smoother for you than it did for either of us, guy.”

      “What do you mean by that?” I ask. “How can it go bad?”

      They laugh again and Kip pats me on the back. “Don’t even ask that, mate.”

      I take a long drink and watch Rachelle pull the little boy up on her shoulders and he jumps off them, squealing in delight. Zoey paddles up to Max and splashes us.

      “Daddy, come in and let me jump off your shoulders like Zane’s doing with Chellie.” She splashes a little more water at us.

      Max gestures for us to follow. “Come on guys, time to get wet.”

      We slide into the cool water and make our way to the women and children. I glide up beside Rachelle as Zane is trying to climb up her to get back on her shoulders.

      I take his little body and pick him up on my shoulders.

      “Please allow me to help you out with this one, Rachelle.”

      

      “Hey,” Zane whines. “I want Chellie.”

      “Give her little shoulders a break, dude. Mine are a lot sturdier.” His little toes dig into my flesh and I look at her in amazement. “Wow! You didn’t even flinch when he climbed on your shoulders. His toes are like Eagle talons.”

      She giggles. “I guess I’m not as wimpy as you.”

      Wimpy! Damn!

      

      The kid jumps off, and the force pushes me a little and my shoulder bumps her breast. I know I’m beat red as she clutches it.

      “Oops! God, Rachelle, I’m sorry.”

      She looks at me with a frown as she rubs her boob.

      “That’s okay, Blake. But ow.”

      My hand juts out to help her and it’s on top of hers as she rubs it.

      “Hey,” little Zane screeches. “Don’t touch that!”

      Max turns back and lets out a loud laugh. Kip shakes his head and I look up to see Rachelle’s mouth wide open. She steps back. “I got this, thanks, Blake.”

      I’m an idiot!
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      The aroma of cilantro fills the large kitchen as Hilda and I make her famous enchiladas and my famous ceviche. She has Spanish music playing as we cook and we dance around the kitchen.

      A tall shadow fills the doorway.

      “Need any help?” Blake asks.

      I look up to see him freshly showered, his blonde hair hanging in damp curls. The smell of him assaults my senses. It’s woodsy and all man. I fight not to inhale deeply as he comes up next to me.

      A tight, black T-shirt he has on, along with some tight, blue jeans that hug his muscular legs. His large stature next to me has butterflies moving all over my insides. I gesture to the wooden block full of knives.

      He takes one out and looks at me.

      “Now what?”

      I can’t seem to find my words for some reason. He has me a little wobbly in the knees. This never happens to me. I’m friends with a ton of cute guys. None of them have this effect on me.

      I swallow hard and point to the jalapenos.

      “Can you cut those up?”

      “Sure,” he says as he takes them and looks around. “A cutting board?”

      There’s one right behind him and I point at it. “There ya go.”

      

      He looks back and grabs it. Hilda places a beer in front of him.

      “Here you go Blake. Do you like to cook?”

      “I think I might like it, if I knew how to make a few things. I eat mostly take out and frozen dinners since my Mom isn’t around to cook for me anymore.” He slices the pepper down the middle. “Like this, Rachelle?” His elbow nudges my side and little electric jolts run through me.

      I reach across him, accidentally grazing his chest with my breasts and pick up a pepper. My body is quivering and I fight to regain some damn composure.

      “Like this,” I say as I place it on his cutting board and dice it up into tiny pieces.

      His body is tense as he watches me.

      “Okay, I got it now.” He looks at me and smiles. “I like your dress. Coral looks good on you.”

      A little smile breaks free and runs across my face. “Thank you. Black looks good on you.”

      He looks around and says, “Thank you, Rachelle. You don’t drink? I noticed you haven’t had anything. You want something else. Maybe you don’t like beer.”

      “I’m not old enough,” I say and continue to chop the cilantro.

      “Oh!” He stops chopping and looks me up and down. “How old are you?”

      

      “Twenty. Tomorrow is my birthday.” I stop myself from saying anymore. I haven’t told anyone that. I hate for people to make a fuss over me and birthdays are one of those times people will fuss if they know about it.

      “Tomorrow! Well, what’s the plan for your special day?” He turns towards me and waits for my answer.

      I shake my head. “No one else knows. To be honest, I don’t want anyone else to know. I don’t know why I told you that. Forget about it, okay.”

      “I doubt he will and neither will I,” Hilda says as she places the large pan of enchiladas in the oven. “What’s your favorite flavor of cake?”

      I shake my head. “Really. I don’t want anyone to bother. I kind of hate birthdays.”

      Blake turns and leans back on the counter, his arms crossed in front of him and it makes his large biceps flex. “Why would you hate them? And it’s your twenty-first birthday at that. That’s a big one. I know, I turned that last year. Me and my friends partied hard.”

      “Well, I’m not a party type of girl so let it go,” I say and take the cilantro and toss it into the large, stainless steel bowl.

      His eyes never leave me as I walk away to take the tomatillos to the sink to wash them. I catch him and Hilda exchanging looks and it pisses me off. At myself mostly. I should’ve kept that to myself.

      When will I ever learn?

      

      Hilda grabs some linens out of a cabinet. “Do you have this, Rachelle? I need to go and get the dining room ready.”

      I wave her away. “Yes, go do what you need to.”

      Blake seems to have cooled towards me. It’s best anyway. He lives in another state after all. Me in California and him in Texas. That’s how it happens most times. I refuse to let anyone in, much. Once a guy realizes that, they move on to the next girl.

      “You know I can almost hear the gears in your head grinding,” he says as he moves in behind me. “Max told me you spent a little time in the children’s home. Just because your mother wasn’t a good one, doesn’t mean you have to live life trying hard not to be a nuisance to anyone.”

      I spin around and find he’s so damn close I can smell the shampoo he used. It’s crisp and clean and I’d love to run my hands through those damp curls and get that smell all over them. But I won’t.

      “He shouldn’t have told you that.”

      “People talk, Rachelle. People tell each other things. It’s what friends do.” His fingertip touches my cheek and he runs it over my cheek bone. “You have beautiful bone structure.”

      I blink as I look into his blue, brown eyes.

      “You’re forward.”

      “Your prefect,” he says in a whisper.

      “Oops!” I hear Kip say as he walks into the kitchen. “I just have to fill Pax’s bottle with milk then I’ll be out of your way.”

      He goes to the fridge and pours milk into a bottle and I move away from Blake. “No reason to hurry, Kip. We’re just cooking in here.”

      “It smells awesome,” Kip says. “Get back to it, you two.” He leaves and I feel Blake’s warm body come up behind me.

      His hands slip over my arms and my knees nearly buckle as his lips graze my shoulder. “I find you fascinating.”

      My heart stops and my body quivers. He’s just too much. It’s too intense, and he’s most likely a huge player. “Look, I know you must always get your way with the females but I’m not easy. I’m really a waste of your time.”

      My hair he pulls back, warm lips touch my neck and I moan.

      Crap! That was a mistake!

      

      His arms run around me and he rocks me gently as he trails kisses down my neck, lingering near my ear. “Want me to stop, Rachelle?”

      Hell no, I don’t want him to stop. It feels amazing!

      

      “Stop,” I say. I try to tense my body up, but the damn thing is rebelling against me as he holds me to him like this. It refuses to tighten up in his strong arms.

      He lets me go and I have to lean on my hands on the countertop to hold myself up. My brain is screaming at me to turn to him and throw my body back into his huge arms. I can’t though. The pain of what will surely happen isn’t a thing I want in my life.

      “School is my focus. I can only focus on one thing at a time and my career is what that is right now,” I say as I pull myself together.

      “Hmm,” he says as he moves further away from me. “School, huh? Only one thing at a time, huh? Sounds dull and you seem anything but dull, Rachelle.”

      “I am dull. Dull as they come. You’d be very dissatisfied with me. I can assure you.” I wipe away a stray tear that got away from me somehow. “That’s what always happens. They all leave.”

      “How many?” he asks as he leans over the counter and looks at me, but keeps his distance across the island.

      “How many what?” I ask, focusing on cutting the tomatillos.

      “How many men, or boys left you?” he asks as he threads his fingers together and leans his chin on them as he props his elbows on the countertop.

      “All of them.” I look up at him and glare. “All of them, okay? Happy now? I’ve been dumped by all I’ve dated. I’ve never been the dumper, only the dumped. So, you see I don’t want to get hurt again. And let me tell you, Blake, you would hurt me bad. I can feel it clean to my toes, you’d be the one who’d break what’s left of this heart.”

      He straightens up and frowns at me.

      “How can you be so damn sure of that? I’m a good guy. I’ve dated only a couple of girls and we parted ways in very amicable manners. We still exchange pleasantries when we accidentally meet. There are no hard feelings on either side. So, what makes you so sure I’d hurt you?”

      I look down and don’t want to answer him, but my mouth opens up anyway.

      “Because the moment I saw you, I wanted you. I wanted all of you in a mere instant. That’s why I know you’ll hurt me.” I run from the kitchen and mentally kick myself.

      Never have I not had control over letting my true feelings out. I always keep the real things in. It’s what I do. That man has some kind of magic over me and that’s nothing but dangerous.

      I need to get out of here right now!
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      I watch as Rachelle runs from the kitchen and know I should just let her go. I should pack up and leave. She’s got a lot going on in that pretty little head of hers.

      Only I can’t stop my feet from following her. I can’t stop myself from wanting to show her how wrong she is and how I would never hurt her. If she would give me the chance, I would never leave her.

      I see Hilda in the dining room as I walk by it and lean in.

      “Hey, I kinda upset Rachelle. Looks like you have to finish up dinner. I’m sorry.”

      Hilda nods. “That’s okay. She’s a fragile girl. Max was much the same way until he found Lexi. She just needs a good man in her life. A good person to show her not everyone is like her mother and father. Not everyone leaves them alone with nothing but a bunch of strangers to care for them.”

      I nod in agreement. “It’s a terrible thing some parents do to their children.”

      “It is,” she says then turns stern eyes on me.

      “Blake, I don’t know you. I’m not one to butt in, but this girl. Well, she’s had a difficult life and if you can be no more than another brick in the wall which surrounds her heart, leave her be.”

      I nod and smile before I walk away. Hilda’s right. If I can’t go all in, I need to leave her alone. Rachelle told me she knew I could break what’s left of her fragile heart. I don’t know the future, there are no guarantees.

      One step I take after another until I find myself in my bedroom. I hear something in the bathroom that’s connecting Rachelle’s bedroom to mine. My feet take me towards it and I stop just outside the door.

      I should turn back. I should leave her alone. My hand touches the door knob and I twist it to find it unlocked. I should walk away. The last thing I should do is open the door on her privacy.

      The hell with it!

      

      I hear water running in the sink so I know I won’t catch her with her pants down, so to speak. I throw open the door and she flips around, her mouth open and her cheeks stained with tears.

      “I’m sorry,” I say as I walk straight to her and take her in my arms and bring my mouth to hers.

      Her body stiffens, and she presses her hands against my chest. I wrap a section of her long hair in my fist and pull it back, making her lips part under mine. My tongue moves into her mouth and the low moan she makes fills me with relief.

      She likes it!

      

      My body is on fire for her. Never have I felt this way. I lift her off the floor and wrap my arms around her tiny waist. Back to my room, I carry her. Her arms run around my neck and she returns my kiss.

      Lying her back on the bed, I never let our mouths part. She might bolt again and I need her to trust me, to believe in me, to want me like she’s never wanted anyone before.

      Her hands tangle up in my curls as I run my hand down her shoulder, over her arm then over her side. She trembles and when I run my hand back up her arm I can feel the goosebumps which have sprouted over her skin from my touch.

      I move my body a little so I can run my hands over her thigh. One of her hands moves over my back and she moans into my mouth, sending vibrations through me. I go at her more hungrily, touching every place in her sweet mouth, feeling all I can possibly feel. I have no idea if she’ll ever let me this close again.

      The skin on her thigh is soft and supple. I push her short dress up a bit and run my hand up and over her flat stomach. It twitches beneath my palm. She’s warm and inviting as I keep moving my hand until I hit a breast.

      A perfect mound of taut flesh I find which drives me to want so much more. Over her silky bra I run my hand and cup her breast. One of her legs moves over mine as she presses her soft core to me.

      There are things that should be asked, but I’m so damn afraid of pulling my mouth from hers that it is unbelievable. My hand flows around her to the back of the bra and I unclasp it, releasing the part of her body that’s intrigued me from the start.

      With the bra loose, I run my hand back to the breast I had before and move the bra, touching her soft flesh and finding her hard, erect nipple. I press it with my fingertips and she moans again.

      My God what will actual sex feel like?
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      My heart’s pounding so hard I fear I might pass out. My body is reacting so differently to his. I can’t stop myself from running my hands all over him. For the love of all that’s holy, I’m pressing my body to his like I have to have it to live or something.

      I didn’t even flinch when he undid my bra and cupped my bare breast in his large and sure hand. I’m putty in the man’s hands. Never has this happened to me before.

      His kiss softens, and he pulls his mouth from mine. My God, I’m lifting my head and cupping the back of his neck to make him bring that luscious mouth back on mine.

      Who am I?

      His eyes are dark and full of desire, his lips are swollen from our hard kissing and I’ve never seen anything more beautiful in my life. If he’s about to walk away from me I may have to kill him.

      His finger traces my lips. “Baby, I didn’t bring any protection.”

      My mind says to stop this now. Never do I allow a man to have intercourse with me without a condom, even though I’m on the pill to regulate my periods. This one though…

      “Have you been tested? Are you clean?” I ask.

      His lips curl into a smile. He nods. “Are you on some type of birth control?”

      I nod and his smile goes wider. He looks into my eyes as if he’s looking into my soul. He swallows hard and says, “I don’t want to do this until you trust me, Rachelle. I want you to feel safe with me.”

      “So, we aren’t going to continue this?” I ask, my voice full of disappointment.

      He smiles and chuckles. “I’m glad to see that disappoints you.” He tweaks my nose. “I was beginning to get the distinct impression you wanted none of this.”

      “I know I’m closed off, Blake. I don’t give my whole self to anyone, or never have before. You terrify me.” I look right into his eyes so he can see how real I’m being with him. “This isn’t like me at all.”

      “We don’t have to take this fast. We can go as slow as you need to.” His hand runs over my chest and he takes a breast in his hand. “We can mess around some more if you want. But I won’t ask anymore from you until we know each other better.”

      My God this man is fantastic!

      

      I bite at my bottom lip. “You’re different, do you know that?”

      He nods. “So are you.”

      I cup the back of his neck and pull him to me. His lips fall soft on mine and he swirls his tongue into my mouth as he gently squeezes my breast and runs his thumb over the nipple, teasing it.

      His mouth pulls away from mine and he trails kisses down my neck and over my chest, then he takes my breast into his mouth and suckles it. It sends shock waves through me and I arch up and groan.

      I’ve never really liked my breasts sucked on, but he’s doing it so much better than anyone ever has. His other hand finds my other breast, and he massages it while he sucks on the other.

      I run my hand over the back of his head, threading my fingers through his curls. The other hand I run over his tightly muscled back. Relishing the contours of his corded muscles.

      I can’t believe this perfect man wants me. Not just to have sex with tonight, but he seems to want to have a relationship.

      With me!

      

      My mind is going crazy with wonder about his male appendage. It’s growing and pressing on the side of my leg as he lies next to me, pressed up against my side. I take my hand and run it down his back until I reach his waist then I slide it down slowly.

      His body is warm under my palm and I keep moving it until I find his bulging male member. From what I can tell, it’s pretty long and wide. I run my hand up and down its length over his jeans.

      Blake sends one hand between my legs and rubs it over my silk panties. The heat his hand gives me nearly melts my insides. I want this man so damn bad, it’s nearly killing me.

      My clothes feel like they weigh a million pounds, I want them off and his off and his warm skin all over mine. He pulls his mouth off my breast and kisses down my chest and over my stomach.

      His lips move over the skin of my stomach as he asks, “Can I take your dress off?”

      He must’ve read my mind. “Please.”

      Slowly he moves the dress up, kissing every bit of exposed flesh he finds as he does. Over my head, he slips it, then he takes the straps of my bra and pulls it the rest of the way off me.

      Only my panties are left on as he looks down at me and takes me all in. His fingertips he glides over my breasts and stomach and down my legs. “You are really perfect, baby.”

      I take in a ragged breath. I’ve never allowed anyone to just look at me like this. It’s unnerving a little, but the way his eyes shine as he takes in every inch of me has me feeling like it’s okay. Like it will all be fine.

      Slowly his eyes and fingers trail back up to my face and he runs them over my cheeks. “Thank you, I know this isn’t easy for you.”

      “It’s not. I don’t let myself be this vulnerable, ever.” I close my eyes as he runs his hands through my hair.

      “I’m glad you’re letting me get close. I promise you’ll never regret it,” he says then his lips touch mine, and he kisses me so softly I think I might cry.

      He’s not going to make this easy on me!
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