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“Oh no, not now... not here!”

The car began making a strange noise and sputtering, smoke started to spread out from behind it. Then it stopped! Noemi put her head on the steering wheel; she didn’t want to look at the little girl sitting next to her. Not because she thought the child would be upset. But because she knew that this child, her brother’s only child, would be looking at her with a gaze of, I told you so.

“Aunt Noemi, what just happened?” Leigh was looking at her aunt, knowing very well what just happened; she wanted to hear it from her. She had told her aunt, not even an hour ago, that maybe they should stay on the main road to her parents’ house just in case her old clunker she insisted on driving gave out on them. 

Noemi lifted her head off the steering wheel and looked at her 12-year-old niece, “You know very well what happened! And don’t you dare say I told you so!” Leigh looked like Noemi did at that age; the straight brown hair and hazel eyes went well with her porcelain skin. She also had her sarcasm, which at times could be irritating. “Where is my cell phone?”

Leigh fished it out of the vintage Coach bag Noemi used and handed it to her.

“Great! Just great, I have no service! Check your phone and see if you can get service out here.” Why did she decide to take the backroad to the house today? Oh yeah, because it's a beautiful day and driving through the backroads of Silent Creek was nice now and then. You get to see things you never glimpse in the city when you are in the country, that’s for sure. 

“No, I don’t have service either.” Leigh couldn’t help smiling; she could see the nervous look on her aunt's face. She knew what was going through Noemi’s head right now. What the hell would we do now? They couldn’t walk, the house was about ten miles from where they were, and it was going to get dark soon. Leigh could read her like a book. Leave it to her aunt to want to be a country girl today. This story was going to be a good one to tell her father. He was always after her to buy something more reliable, but Noemi always reminded him of its sentimental value. 

“I guess I should look to see what went wrong.” Noemi started to get out of the car when she took another look at Leigh. “Stop smiling; this isn’t funny, you know.” She had reached the back and started to open the engine cover to the 1978 Beetle convertible when she realized that there was green liquid all over the road. “Well, I think I figured it out! We overheated due to loss of coolant fluid.” 

“Is that a car?” Leigh could see a Mercedes coming at them. “It is, maybe it will be someone who can help two damsels in distress.”

“Leigh, sit down. Don’t stand up like that, and whoever it is, we have to be careful. You never know what they are capable of.”

“Aunt Noemi, you watched too many horror flicks, you know that, right? What do you think some person in a Mercedes is going to do, jump out and kidnap us, take us to their barn and make bacon out of us?” Leigh had a crazy look in her eyes, so that she could scare her aunt a little more.

“What’s wrong with you child, really? You never know what people are capable of, so just stay in the car.” Noemi said through gritted teeth. She was going to hurt this child today; she was one sarcastic sentence away from being stuffed in the trunk.

“Because he can’t get me if I sit down, right? You realize this is a convertible, right? Maybe if he tries to get me, I can beat him with the club you keep under the seat.”

“Leigh, enough, just sit down, now!” Okay, Noemi, keep cool. Just ask this nice person if you could use their phone and then call Antonio. What if they don’t stop... when will the next car come by? It's not like this is the main road? This is the country; everyone is helpful in the country, right? Stop rationalizing with yourself. Maybe if I wave my arm, the person in the car will know we need help. Did they just drive by, no he didn’t, what sort of place is this? Who would leave a woman and a child on the side of a road? Glaring in the direction of the car with her hand on her hip, she watched the car continue on its way. “Damn it, you’re kidding, right?” Noemi just watched the car become a speck. “Come on, get out, we will obviously have to walk to a gas station or something.” She watched as Leigh lost the smile on her face. The one thing she knew about her niece was that she didn’t like to walk.

“You realize that we are nowhere near Silent Creek?” Leigh watched her aunt look up and down the road.

“I know, but what do you want to do, sit here? We don’t even know when the next car will come by. Just take your phone, and maybe we can walk until we at least get service.” This was not how her summer was supposed to start. All this because she was running as fast as she could from saying yes to marriage. If she had said yes to Frank, she would have been planning a wedding instead of stuck on the side of a country road, being eating alive by mosquitoes.

On the other hand, how could she say yes? She just couldn’t imagine having someone in her face all the time. “Let’s go! If we start walking now, we could probably make it to Silent Creek by tomorrow.” She smirked an evil smile as she looked at Leigh.

Leigh understood the smirk for what it was. “You’re evil! You know that you’re making me walk because I made fun of that heap of metal you call a car.” 

“Come on, Leigh, walk and don’t give me a hard time.”

***
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THEY HAD WALKED ABOUT a mile when Leigh began complaining about needing water and feeling faint and how her feet hurt. Noemi knew that if a car didn’t come quick, her niece would probably stop walking altogether. Looking ahead, all she could see were fields of green separated from the road by a fence. Then she spotted what she thought was a dust cloud. “Leigh, what do you think that is?”

Leigh squinted and put her hand up to shield her eyes from the sun. “It looks like someone driving on dirt.”

Noemi looked, and her niece was right. On the other side of the fence was a pickup truck coming their way. “Let me do the talking and stay behind me, do you understand?”

Leigh looked at her and rolled her eyes. “Again, with the thought that someone is going to kill us, I see.”

“Leigh, I swear if you don’t do as I say, I will leave you here so the wolves can eat you.”

“If only we had wolves in upstate New York, then that would probably work.” 

The truck pulled up to the fence, kicking up dust all over the road and covering Noemi and Leigh with it. Noemi waved her hand in front of her face to clear the cloud and to see the man who was driving step out of the truck. He was gorgeous, tall and perfect to look at. His wavy light brown hair had hints of red. His light stubble made him seem sexier. He spoke before she could say anything.

“Are you ladies lost?” Before Noemi could speak, Leigh was talking.

“No, my aunt’s car broke down about a mile from here, and she seems to think we can walk to Silent Creek to my parents’ house.”

The man laughed at her directness. He looked at Noemi; she noticed his eyes were green, and his smile was a little crooked, with the straightest teeth she had ever seen. He had a small scar on his chin that gave him character. He seemed to be out in the sun a lot because his skin was sun kissed. His six-foot stance was perfect for her five-seven frame. She finally coughed and found her voice. “I’m sorry, my niece doesn’t know when to stop talking.” She turned and gave Leigh a look, but the little girl just smiled. “As she said, my car broke down, and I’m trying to get to my brother's house. You wouldn’t have a phone that works, would you? It seems like my provider doesn’t have coverage out here.”

“Yeah, I have a phone at the house that works. The cell towers out here aren’t very reliable.” He was looking at her, taking in her features. Her fair skin looked like it would blister if she stayed in the sun too long. The bridge of her perfect little nose was already a little red. So was the little girl’s who looked just like her. Both had the prettiest hazel eyes he had ever seen. “My name is Alex, Alexander Knight.” He reached out to shake her hand over the fence.

His hand engulfed hers. “I’m Noemi, and this is Leigh.” She smiled and felt instantly comfortable, until he said his next words.

“Why don’t I give you a ride to the house?”

Noemi didn’t know how to respond without feeling rude. “Well, I don’t know, maybe I could give you my brother’s number, and you could call him for me.”

Alex looked at her as if she were crazy. “Why don’t you just come to the house and call him yourself? Why would you want to stay out here in the heat?” He wasn’t sure why she was hesitating. 

Then Leigh spoke up, again. “My aunt has this idea about killers in the country and seems to think you are going to kill us and then skin us for bacon.”

Noemi was mortified. “Leigh!”

Alex laughed and felt terrible for Noemi for having such an outspoken niece. “I promise I will not use you for bacon. Come on, you can’t stay here. It’s going to get dark soon, and you don’t want to be out here when the coyotes come out.”

Noemi looked around her. “Coyotes? Oh, hell no!” She looked at the truck that was on the other side of the fence and realized she would need to climb over. Before she could say anything, Alex was jumping over to her side. 

“Come on, let me help you both.” He had seen the fancy sandals Noemi was wearing and knew she wasn’t going to be able to climb on her own. He picked up Leigh and sat her on the fence so she could slide down. He turned to do the same to Noemi when he realized she had a horrified look on her face. “I’m not going to hurt you, just help you over, I promise.” She nodded her head, yes. He proceeded to pick her up to sit her on the fence just as he had with Leigh. As he lifted her, he realized she was lighter than he thought she would be. He was able to get a quick smell of her perfume, or maybe it was that she just smelled sweet naturally. She felt nice in his arms. He put her on the fence, and she slid down just like Leigh.

Noemi turned to watch Alex climb back over the fence. She was lightheaded from the feeling of being held against his body. He had on a t-shirt that clung to his chest. When he perched himself up, all the muscles on his upper body stiffened and bulged. Her mouth went dry, and she felt her nipples harden. Frank never made her feel like that. Actually, Frank never made her feel anything. She felt herself blush − something she never did. Alex looked over at her, and she felt her hands tremble. Leigh had already climbed into the truck. She didn’t know what to say once he was back over. 

“Noemi, you can get in. I promise I won’t hurt you.” He had seen her blush, but was it because she was still worried he would kill her, or did she feel what he did when he touched her? 

“Yes, I’m getting in. Don’t listen to my niece; sometimes, she takes what I say out of context and makes it into something bigger than what I meant. I know you aren’t going to kill us.” She climbed in, embarrassed and aroused. Once he was in the truck, he started it right away, and they were moving. “Is this your property?” She wanted him to continue talking. Heck, she didn’t want to leave this truck, ever. All she wanted him to do was flex his muscles again. Maybe even pick her up, so she could feel his hard body against hers.

“Yes, I own about 300 acres.” To the average New Yorker, 300 acres was like owning the Bronx Zoo. 

Leigh was quiet up until that point. “Why do you need so much land? Do you have animals?” 

“I do. I have horses, and I help people rehabilitate their horses. See up ahead, those are mine grazing.” Both looked in the direction he was pointing and saw the most beautiful animals that could have ever been created. “What about you Noemi, what do you do?”

She didn’t expect him to ask her what she did for a living. “Me, well, umm, I’m a teacher, I teach the third grade.”

“That sounds exciting; you get to mold our future leaders. Now that must be rewarding.” He looked over at her and smiled.

Just then, an old, beautiful, light blue house came into view, and just like that, the conversation was over. 
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Noemi looked at the porch of the house, and a pretty girl of about twenty-five was standing on the top step. Alex got out, and she ran down to greet him. Noemi could vaguely hear him telling her that he found them walking on the side of the road and the car they were driving had broken down. She wondered how long they had been together. They didn't seem to fit, her with her red hair and too long of a nose. Her brown eyes seemed too close together. But in reality, could Noemi really be a judge; when people saw her with Frank, they must also see an odd couple. Finally, Alex walked over to them with a smile. 

"Why don't you go inside and call your brother? I'm sure he must be worried that you haven't arrived." He opened the door, so she could step out of the truck. Before she could even move, he started leading the way to the house. Noemi jumped out and followed him. The porch was an old wooden one that made a hollow-sounding noise when you walked on it. Alex led her straight into the foyer of the house. The inside was old but clean. As Noemi looked around quickly, she realized it had all the original molding and doors. It reminded her of the homes that were featured in This Old House. Her own home still had all the original doors and glass knobs. That was about all it had from the original home. The entire house had been modernized by her in the last two years. 

"Noemi, the phone is in the kitchen back here." Alex continued leading the way. 

They walked through the dining room, right through a swinging door and into the kitchen. If Noemi had thought the other rooms were old, the kitchen seemed even older. The sink was the old cast iron type with legs, and the stove seemed out of a Sears 1950’s catalog. She wondered if he realized how much it was all actually worth. One thing Noemi could tell you was the value of vintage items. The refrigerator was the only modern appliance in the room. Alex pointed to the corded rotary phone on the wall. Noemi smiled and picked up the handset to listen for a dial tone. She then took out her cell phone to find their number; she made a mental note to memorize it after today. Alex walked out to give her some privacy.

The phone rang four times, then the machine answered with a generic response of please leave a message. "Hey guys, it's me. Emi,” She said her nickname like they wouldn’t know who she was. “Pick up the phone!" No answer, it dawned on her that maybe they were out. What would she do now? Maybe she should ask Alex to call her an Uber. She found her way back out to the front of the house only to find the redhead talking to another younger woman who Noemi assumed was her friend. This other girl was Hispanic-looking, with dark hair and crazy-beautiful eyes. She nodded hello to the girls and then looked around until Alex came into view. He was showing Leigh a pony. Noemi walked off the porch and toward her intended target. Leigh was feeding the pony an apple and seemed content with her job at hand. "Hey, my brother isn't answering." Leigh kept feeding the horse without a care in the world. 

“Where exactly does your brother live?” Alex was petting the pony and not looking over at Noemi.

“On Mumford Road," she looked over towards the road, “I don’t think it’s too far from here.”

Alex looked over at her, realizing she was getting anxious again. “Wait, is your brother Tony, Doc Cruz?”

Leigh’s ears perked up as soon as she heard the name. “It sure is, so you know my dad?”

“I do, he was actually here this morning.” He stopped petting the horse and looked back to Noemi. 

“How do you know my brother?” She realized the absurdity of her question once it left her mouth. 

He laughed, “Well, I have horses, and he’s a veterinarian. If you put it together, it makes logical sense,” he responded, teasing her.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t realize he took care of your horses.” Noemi moved around uncomfortably with the teasing or was it just him. Nothing ever made her uncomfortable before. She realized that the redhead was still standing on the porch staring in their direction with her arms crossed. 

Alex looked over at Leigh and continued talking. “I also know your mom. I have known her since we were kids. We actually played together here in this yard. I even took her to our Senior Prom.”

Noemi, who had been looking toward the road, trying to figure out her next move, whirled around once she heard that. “You dated Claire?” Oh, she felt sort of dirty now thinking he was hot.

He stopped talking to Leigh and focused on Noemi. “God no, she was like family. I’m not sure if you realized, but Silent Creek is a small town. You don’t have many options on who you hang out with or go to school dances with.”

She looked at him closely, wondering if he was telling the truth. “Sorry, but where I come from, your prom date is usually someone you have an interest in.”

“Well, you have more choices in the city than we do here.” He smiled, wanting to put her at ease. “I can take you to Claire’s house. Tony was running to Mr. Taylor’s to check on a cow that was about to have a calf.” Alex stopped talking when he saw her looking toward the road. “Noemi, I am not going to kill you, I promise.”

Noemi laughed, “No, it’s not that.” She looked over Alex’s shoulder at the redhead. “I think your girlfriend may not like you driving us around too much.” She looked back at him, and his face was priceless.

“I’m sorry but who’s my girlfriend?” He was being serious.

“The redhead on the porch, isn’t that your girlfriend?” 

“Annie? Oh no, she’s an intern that works here in the summers for college credits. So is Carmen, and Bob, who is somewhere around here.” 

“Then why is she looking at you like that?”

He looked over at the girls then back at Noemi. “How is she looking at me?”

Either he was the dumbest man in creation, or he really didn’t see that this girl was interested in him. “Never mind, I just thought you and she were...” She stopped, realizing it was an explanation that was not needed. “You know, never mind, just take us to my brother’s. I need Antonio to figure out what is wrong with the car before animals decide to move into it.” It had just dawned on her that the top was down, and the car was open to the elements and creatures.

“I can call the town tow truck to pick it up and take it to your brother’s house.” He wanted to help her any way he could. He wasn’t sure why, but he felt a need to help.

“Sweet, that would be a godsend.” He took out his cell phone and proceeded to call. In less than two minutes, he had the guy on the phone going over to the car. Noemi was trying to figure out how his phone was working and hers didn’t. Once he was done, he turned the phone off and gave her his crooked smile. “How does your phone work and mine doesn’t?” 

“Well, if you stand here, for some reason, you can get a signal. Don’t ask me why, but it works.” He was looking into Noemi’s eyes, which made her feel hotter than it actually was. She was the first to break eye contact. Her gesture of turning away made him smile. “Come on, let me take you to your brother.”

They followed him to his truck. He waved to Annie and Carmen. Carmen waved back but Annie just turned and went back into the house. That cemented the idea that she was interested, and Noemi was a threat.

***
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THEY DROVE IN SILENCE until they reached the road. “How long are you going to be here, Noemi?” 

Noemi felt her palms become sweaty as soon as his voice broke the silence. “I don’t know yet. I have a life in Brooklyn I need to get back to.” Leigh looked over at her and, as expected, she couldn’t keep her little mouth shut.

“Didn’t you say you wanted to go home Sunday? Your exact words were that you weren’t going to stay in this little town too long with nothing to do.” Noemi rolled her eyes at her in aggravation. 

Alex looked over at each of them and laughed, “So, you plan on leaving in three days, I see.” He looked pensive.

“You see, what do you see?” Her voice was ruder than she would have liked it to be.

“That maybe the small-town life isn’t for you. Maybe you think that since you are a city girl, we are all just boring country people that you can’t hang with.” He looked over at her and stopped the truck in front of her brother’s house. He put the car in park and smiled. “I guess I have three days to change your mind.” 

Noemi went cold, his voice was smooth and husky. As soon as he finished the sentence, her flesh prickled with arousal. She had no idea what to say. Before she could respond, he was out of the truck, and calling Claire’s name. Leigh was bouncing out also.

Antonio’s truck was in the front yard, and the door to the house was open. It was a nice old two-story country house with a wraparound porch that Claire’s grandmother left her. Her mother also lived on the property but was about half a mile down the road. The house had been painted yellow since she was last there. Antonio had done lots of work to it. It looked cozy and sweet. Claire came to the door and when she saw it was them, her face went from questioning who was calling her to happiness in a snap.

“Mommy,” Leigh yelled and ran to her mother.

Claire grabbed her and started kissing her face and hugging her all at once. “Oh, my sweetheart, you’re here. I couldn’t wait to see you. Let me see how tall you have gotten since I last saw you.” She stepped back to size her daughter up. 

Noemi finally got out of the truck and walked up the porch steps to greet her. “You’re nuts! You just saw her three weeks ago. Remember when you came to Brooklyn unannounced?” They hugged, and Noemi swore that Claire felt thinner.

“She’s my daughter, Noemi. I missed her." She smiled and kissed her on the cheek. “I’m so glad you said you would come up and spend time with us. I miss being around you.” Claire and Noemi were close, closer than most sisters-in-law. She married Antonio when Noemi was eighteen. They had just graduated from college, and Antonio was on his way to vet school when they found out she was pregnant with Leigh. It didn’t stop them; they made it work. 

“I’m not staying long; I have to get home.” Noemi wanted to make sure she understood she was only there for a couple of days.

Alex cleared his throat at that moment to remind them he was there. Claire turned to him and kissed him hello. “I see you have met Alex.” She smiled at Noemi.

Noemi swore Claire could read her body’s reaction to Alex.

Alex spoke up first. “Her car should be here any minute. She’s lucky I found them when I did.” The sky was already getting dark, you could hear the crickets coming to life. “They were walking on Old Tanners Road. You heard about the bear that likes to roam around there.”

Claire turned to her. “Why would you take that road?” 

Noemi shrugged, “I don’t know, I thought it would be a nice drive. Antonio took the road when we came up last. I thought it was cool to see all the horses and cows.” She looked over at Alex, who had a smirk on his face. “What?”

He picked up his hands in a surrender motion and laughed. “Whoa there, it’s just that you seem so against this way of life and there you were, driving up a back road to see animals.”

“Well, it’s nice now and then. Where is Antonio?” She focused back on Claire because looking at Alex was making her body react, once again, in ways she never thought it could. 

Claire sensed the attraction and she giggled, “He will be here soon. Come on, let's go inside.” She opened the door to go inside. 

At that very moment, the tow truck appeared pulling Noemi’s car up the driveway. Alex’s face changed from teasing to utter amazement. “Is that your car?”

Noemi nodded her head, yes. She was proud of her baby; she was a beauty, even if she needed fixing more often than not. “I’m assuming you like cars.”

“No, not like. I love old cars.” He walked toward the car to look at it.

Noemi watched his body move, as she bit her bottom lip. Wow, what she could do to him. Shit, the thought of him naked had her wet. 

“You know he’s single, and he is good with his hands,” Claire whispered.

She looked over at Claire, embarrassed that she had just been caught undressing him with her eyes. “Oh yeah, his hands.” She could feel her entire body flush just thinking of his hands. She started to laugh.

“Emi, it's okay. You can lust for someone, I won’t tell.” She looked back over at Alex. “He’s a really nice guy that’s had it rough.” She looked sad for a split second, then she yelled out his name. “Hey Alex, can you please get the bags out of the car? I would like to get my daughter settled in her room.”

“He doesn’t have to get my bags, I got that.” She knew he was going to say something about the weight of her bag.

“No, let him do it. Up here, men like to feel like they are needed.” She laughed again.

Alex looked in the back seat and saw her suitcase. “Holy shit, woman, for someone who is only staying for a couple of days, your bag looks big enough for two weeks.”

Noemi rolled her eyes and said, “I’m going inside. Do you need my help?”

He chuckled. “Nope, I think I can handle all forty pounds of your luggage.”

Noemi sarcastically chuckled and went into the house.
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Alex came into the house and put the bag in the living room. Antonio walked in behind him and looked at him puzzled. “Is everything okay with Dakota?” He was worried about the horse's hoof and the infection he was trying to clean up.

“She’s fine. I picked up your sister and daughter on the side of the road after her car broke down. I had Will down at the garage pick it up and tow it here.” He had the feeling that Tony wasn’t happy.

“Do you know how long I have been after her to get rid of that car? She is like a child when she wants something or has her mindset; no one can tell her different.” With that, he started to call Noemi’s name. Alex could see Tony was mad, but he didn’t understand why. His daughter was fine, and as he saw it, if he thought Noemi was bratty, then his kid was down the same road or worse. 

Noemi and Claire appeared through the kitchen door. It was as if she knew why her brother was calling her. Her voice was chipper and sweet, but Alex could hear the edge in her tone. “Hey, Antonio!” She went over and kissed him and stepped back to look at him. “Well, you look good, and yes, I know what you are about to say. The car broke down, and you probably are wondering when I am getting a new one. I think that when I get back home, I may go look at the Jeeps that are on the market.” She knew what she was doing; all she needed to do was appease him and let him think he won, and he would leave her alone. 

Antonio looked at her and smiled. She was the only family he had besides his wife and daughter. His baby sister could manipulate him all she wanted, he loved her unconditionally. “Are you serious, or are you messing with me?”

“I'm serious. I know my attachment to the car isn’t healthy, and after today, I think it’s time to get something more reliable.” She had no intention of getting rid of her car, but she knew this was what he wanted to hear. She would just rent one next time she came up. 

Alex looked at them both and couldn’t believe how she had flipped her brother’s mood in less than five seconds. He was impressed at how easily that came to her. Leigh came out of nowhere, running toward her dad. He lifted her in the air and spun her around. “How is my baby girl?”

“I’m good, Daddy; I missed you so much!”

“I missed you too!” He gave her a kiss and then a tight hug. He then went over to Claire and kissed her on the lips. “So, now that my three girls are here, what are we doing tonight?”

Noemi knew that they were going to pick something that had to do with being outdoors. Claire was the first to speak up. “How about I get dinner finished and we can drive out to the field and watch the meteor shower. Emi, what do you think? You never get to see stuff like this in the city.” 

Noemi looked at them and smiled the best smile she could muster. “Sounds great, I have always wanted to sit out in a field and watch space junk come crashing through our atmosphere.” They all stared at her with blank looks on their faces. She knew they didn’t believe her, so it was time to turn on the charm again. She smiled, “Really, guys. It sounds like fun; it will give me something to talk about with the kids in September.” She would turn this into a lesson if she was going to sit through it. 

Alex nodded his head and chuckled. Claire started laughing, “All right, beauty queen, the first thing you have to do is put on suitable shoes because those fancy sandals are just going to get you hurt. Also, throw on a pair of jeans. You don’t want the mosquitoes eating you alive.” Claire then turned to Alex. “Why don’t you stay for dinner? It’s the least I can do to thank you for rescuing our damsels in distress.”

“No, I’m going to head back to the house; I actually have to set up my telescope for the shower tonight.” He looked at Noemi and smiled. “I will see you soon, I haven’t forgotten the challenge you presented. I will have your mind changed before Sunday.” 

Noemi was a little taken aback, but she was also turned on by his directness. Claire looked at her and laughed. Antonio had walked into the kitchen with Leigh, so he had missed the entire episode. They both watched Alex leave, neither one of them actually moving until he was gone.

“Emi, what just happened?”

Noemi was still looking at the door, trying to figure out if she should let Mr. Knight catch her, or if she should just give him a run for his money. “Your friend is very forward, that’s what just happened.” She looked over at Claire, who was smiling like a fool. “I think he is challenging me, let’s see how far he can actually get.” 

Claire became very serious at that moment. “Emi, flirting is cute and all, but don’t get in over your head here. Alex is a good guy.” She didn’t want to say anything offensive to her sister-in-law. Noemi could have a selfish streak in her, and Claire didn’t want to see Alex fall into her web and then find himself tangled trying to stay alive. Noemi had a wild side; she had only calmed down when she realized she had to care for her dying grandfather. 

Noemi rolled her eyes. “Oh Claire, relax, I’m not sticking around long enough to do anything that will embarrass you!”

Claire sucked in her breath. “I didn’t mean it that way; I just don’t want to see anyone get hurt.” 

Noemi knew exactly how Claire meant it. She knew that she would always be that girl that had no shame when it came to her family. Antonio always protected her. She knew that she had made him bow his head more than once, and she didn’t want to be that person anymore. “No worries, sis. No one is going to get hurt.” She kissed Claire on the cheek to show her she meant it. “I will be taking this 40-pound bag up to my room now, so I can find decent shoes and jean.” She smiled and began to pull the bag up the stairs.

***
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AN HOUR LATER, THEY were on their way to the location where they would watch the meteor shower. Her brother had packed a blanket and a cooler with drinks and snacks. She wondered how long they planned on being out. 

“So, what time does this start exactly?” She was sitting in the back with her niece, who was bouncing with excitement to see the show.

Antonio looked through the rearview mirror when he spoke to her. “The real show starts around midnight. Don’t worry, Emi, you will enjoy this. It will be like when we were kids and sat on the fire escape and watched the stars.” He watched as her face softened and she smiled. “It will be a fun night, kid, you will see.”

She always wanted to see a meteor shower; she didn’t know why she was acting so bitchy about it. “I know it will be, I just wanted to know when the most meteors would be seen.” Her brother always made her feel special. She wondered if she would ever find someone who was half the man he was. Frank was a good man, but he wasn’t like Antonio. Frank was more like she was, he thought about what he wanted and needed first. Everything else came second. Antonio put everyone first. At times, she wished she was more like him. Her grandfather would say that he was a lot like her father. He never did say who she reminded him of. All he would say was, “Someday, you will see the colors you don’t see now and realize nothing is black and white.” She never did understand what he meant. She realized that they were slowing down and then they turned into an open field.

Antonio came to a stop, that’s when she saw the fire and all the families setting up blankets and telescopes. They stepped out of the truck to a cool breeze. She was glad she had decided on bringing her sweater. Her brother grabbed all the gear he had packed and started walking. Claire fell right into step with him while Leigh followed right behind. Noemi followed, just taking in all the excitement. Antonio put the blanket down next to a telescope, it made her wondered if they were meeting another family. That’s when Noemi saw him walking toward her. 

Alex wasn’t looking at anyone but her. “So, you came.” 

Her skin prickled once again by the way he was looking at her. She smiled, the excitement she felt from him staring at her making her feel lightheaded. “Yes, I wanted to see what all the fuss was about.” She gave him a playful smile. 

“I’m glad you changed your mind. I promise this will be a night you will never forget.”

“Mr. Knight, don’t make promises you can’t live up to.” She bit her lip seductively. 

He watched her mouth and moved up close to her. “Baby, I can keep my promises and then some. The question is, can you keep up or will you need a break to breathe.”

Her breath caught in her chest, and her nipples hardened at the thought of having him fulfill his promise. She moved a little closer to him and whispered in his ear. “Honey, if I didn’t think I could take you, I wouldn’t be here right now.” She stepped back to watch the smirk on his face.

“Alex, do you want a beer?” Her brother’s voice brought her back to reality. 

Alex kept his eyes on her and answered her brother. “Sure, why not. This is going to be a long night; we might as well start it off right.” He then turned and walked to Antonio, leaving her standing there to feel the ache between her legs. She looked around and saw that Claire was talking to another family and introducing Leigh to their little girl. She felt out of place all of a sudden. Like a stranger watching people and longing to belong. She went over to her brother, who was still talking to Alex. 

“Can I have a beer?” she asked.

Antonio looked at her odd. “Since when do you drink beer?” He was curious; she rarely drank since their grandfather died. 

“I think I can have just one.” She never drank because of how it affected her at times. She either got really happy or really nasty, depending on where she was in life. “It’s all good, it’s just one.” She gave him a loving nudge, and he handed her the beer bottle he had just opened for himself. Claire then called him over to the family she was standing with, leaving her once again with Alex. He was the first to talk and break the silence. “Why don’t we go sit on the blanket? If you look up, you can see that the shower is beginning.”

She looked up quickly but saw nothing. “I don’t see anything.”

“Patience Emi, you will see it.”

She shot him a look. “Please don’t call me that.”

He furrowed his forehead, taken aback by her sudden change. “Okay, I won’t. I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to offend you. I just thought that was your nickname.”

She took a deep breath; she didn’t mean to sound so harsh. “It is but the only people that call me that now are Claire and Antonio.” Her brother couldn’t say Noemi when she was born; he always called her Emi. She allowed Claire to call her that only because she was her sister now. 

“Okay, noted. So, Noemi, why don’t you sit with me? I’m sure you won’t regret it.” He grabbed her hand and pulled her toward the blanket. It felt natural holding his hand.

She sat down and just as she looked up, saw a meteor. “Oh wow, did you see that?” She pointed to the sky like a little girl.

“I told you to be patient." He looked over at her and smiled. He could see the fascination in her eyes.

The shower started to pick up. She was mesmerized by how beautiful it looked. 

Alex laid back on his elbows and watched her face light up. He couldn’t get over her beauty. He wondered if he would ever taste her mouth and be able to bite her full lips. Especially that bottom one. “Noemi, do you ride?”

She whipped her head around faster than she thought possible to look at him. She had no idea what he was asking exactly. “What do you mean, ride?” She was afraid he was going to ruin this with something perverted. 

He chuckled. “Get your mind out of the gutter. Do you ride horses?” He would have loved it if she had answered the way she first understood it.

She blushed briefly but not long enough to actually make it obvious. “My mind wasn’t in the gutter. Well, maybe it was, but yes, I can ride a horse.” She laughed, which made Alex want to kiss her even more. 

“Do you want to go riding with me tomorrow?”

She watched his face, he seemed so sweet. Would she hurt him like Claire thought she would? No, she wasn’t a little girl; she knew what was right and wrong. “Sure, that sounds fun.”

“Great, I will pick you up at noon.” He adjusted himself and moved a little closer to her.

***
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THEY SAT THERE FOR about two hours, laughing and talking. He made her feel comfortable, and she made him crazy. Antonio finally came over to tell her they were leaving. Leigh had fallen asleep, and they wanted to take her home. She got up to leave, but a part of her wanted to tell them to go home, that she was staying. Alex offered to take her home if she wanted to stay. Noemi knew Antonio wouldn't like that, so she opted to leave with them. 

He stood to walk her to the truck. “I will see you tomorrow. Oh yeah, don't eat a heavy lunch. I’m thinking of bringing something, so we can eat during our ride.”

She couldn’t help teasing him. “So, this is a date, is it?”

He grinned. “Call it what you want. I told you I would change your mind about leaving, and I intend on doing just that.” He came closer and kissed her on the cheek. 

Her heart skipped a beat, and she just nodded, yes.
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Once she got back to the house, Noemi took a quick shower and put herself to bed. The room had an old brass bed with a soft mattress and even softer pillows. It felt so nice that sleep came quickly. When she awoke seven hours later, the house was very quiet. The only sign that Claire was up was the smell of bacon cooking. Her stomach indicated that it needed food. Quickly stepping out of bed, she ran to the bathroom and then headed down the stairs, still in her pajamas. She walked into the kitchen, tying up her long dark hair into a bun. “What is that wonderful smell?” She reached over Claire and took a piece of bacon. “What else are you making?”

Claire slapped her hand before she could take another piece. “Banana pancakes; I know how much you love them.”

“You are the best.” She hugged her from behind.

“Yeah well, I would go put some clothes on and fix your hair. Alex is fixing your car.” She continued frying the bacon, not wanting to look at Noemi, she knew this was probably going to set her off.

Noemi’s mood shifted suddenly. “What do you mean? He’s out there right now touching my car?” She didn’t know whether to be happy that he was here or heated that he didn’t ask her first if he could repair it.

Claire turned to look at her sternly. “Yes, he was nice enough to take time out of his busy schedule to fix your car Noemi, so be appreciative and say thank you.” Sometimes, she felt like she was talking to her daughter, except this daughter was almost thirty-one years old. 

Noemi stepped back; she knew the look that Claire was giving her meant she had to take it easy. Her sister-in-law had put her in her place more than once in the time they had known each other. Claire had become somewhat of a mother figure in Noemi’s life. Noemi couldn’t help it; he had his hands in her precious car. She turned on her heels and headed for the door. She could hear Claire calling her name, but she just kept going. Once she reached the porch, her feet came to a halt. There he was, crouched down, shirtless, with his hands all dirty with oil and soot, adjusting something that looked like a hose. Once again, her body betrayed her and reacted when she didn’t want it to. He must have heard her footsteps because he turned just in time to see her suck in air. He smiled and got up. She was able to see his tight stomach and every cut his upper body had. He was a Greek god. The movie 300 came to mind suddenly. Her mouth went dry, and she found it hard to swallow.

He watched her, wondering if he had ever seen such a beautiful woman in his life. “You are beautiful, even first thing in the morning.” She had on shorts with the New York Yankee’s logo all over them and a tank top that said, I need more sleep with no bra. Her nipples looked hard as pebbles, and his body was responding to the sight.  

Noemi came stomping off the porch. “What are you doing? Who told you to fix my car?” She was angry, and he couldn’t figure out why.

“Well, I thought you would want to get around, and I think what you really want to say is, thank you, Alex.” He was losing his patience with this bratty woman. His brain was telling him to just say fuck it, but his cock was saying don’t move.

“Do you know anything about these cars? Don’t you realize you can damage it and then I will have to get it fixed by a professional and pay even more money?” She was looking at the engine as if she knew what went where. 

He got into the car, turned the ignition, and it started up without hesitation. “Yes, Noemi, I do know what I am doing.” He stepped out of the car and stood in front of her, shirtless.  

She didn’t know what to say. “Are you sure it’s okay?” Her attitude was toning down. The musky smell of his body relaxing her slowly. 

He picked up a rag and proceeded to clean his hands. “It started, right? I wouldn’t have touched it if
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