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      LOVE. There are many facets of this emotion. Love of family. Love of friends. Love of self. Love of others. Romantic love.

      This is a love story through and through. It’s a story of a brother’s unfailing love for his twin. It’s a story of a girl’s fight to get her sister back and find herself at the same time. It’s a story of learning to let go of anger, standing up for yourself, and being kind to others. It’s a story of love between a man and a woman despite the twists and turns that come their way.

      This story came about after a year or so of watching a brother take care of his special-needs sibling during church service. I wondered about that brother’s feelings toward his sibling. Love was obvious. Protector was clear. Burdened? It didn’t appear that way. Guilty? Possibly. Nicky doesn’t have the severe special needs that this sibling had, but Nicky faces his own challenges in life.

      I also wrote this story because I despise bullying and the r-word. I wanted to share with my readers how painful and damaging both bullying and the word retard/retarded can be. I want my readers to finish this book with a better understanding of how words and actions can hurt. Or, maybe, my readers will finish this book with affirmation that the words and actions used against them did hurt and they have the right to feel upset by them.

      I wrote this story for many reasons. My main reason is to share the story with my readers. I want nothing more than for you to enjoy this story and feel a range of emotions from start to finish. If that happens, I can say I accomplished what I set out to do.

      Happy Reading!

      A.D. Ellis
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      Reviews for A.D. Ellis’ Debut Novel For Nicky

      

      “A.D. Ellis takes you on a journey of emotions with her debut novel. A beautiful and captivating story of love and all the twists and turns it brings when trying to protect the ones who matter most.” –Jodie D.

      

      “Author A.D. Ellis authors a beautifully written love story with an unexpected outcome that readers will love.”—Jen E.

      

      “Author A.D. Ellis debuts a unique and sexy love story about love, trust, and second chances.”—J. Lee

      

      “In her debut novel, A.D. Ellis writes a modern day love story with a surprising turn of events that will capture readers’ hearts.”—Danielle M.

      

      "A.D. Ellis blesses us with a contemporary love story that touches the heart and brings to light how bullying affects not only the target, but also the loved ones around them." – Jen M.

      

      “A.D. Ellis brings a contemporary romance to life in a story that compels you to keep reading! The family dynamics, the twists you don’t expect and the unfolding love story make this a great read!”—Dona A.

    

  


  
    
      This book is dedicated to my husband and children who put up with me spending hours upon hours at the computer with headphones in, music blaring. I know they got tired of it, but they never complained. Thank you to my children for being my reasons to take breaks so I could fix your suppers, dry your hair, and read books to you. Thank you to my husband, who doesn’t enjoy reading, for listening to me talk for hours about all that I was learning in the world of independent authors. I love all three of you more than words can explain.

      Love,

      Me
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      I was 6 years old and I was sitting in my usual spot in the principal’s office at Torey Hope Elementary School in Torey Hope, Illinois. My principal, Mr. Jones, had given me his usual speech about being disappointed in my behavior. He shook his head and gave a heavy sigh as he made yet another call to my parents. As we waited, he continued to work on some paperwork. The paperwork probably had to do with my behavior. My student file was likely thicker than most of the older students and I was only in first grade. Mr. Jones wasn’t an unfair man; I knew that the boy I’d gotten in a fight with was getting punished too. That only brought me a tiny bit of satisfaction.

      I was sitting in the big red leather chair. I always sat in the big red leather chair. The big red leather chair was sort of “mine” and I was here enough to have the right to claim it. My parents were on their way for yet another meeting about my behavior. I had gotten in trouble for fighting. Again. My lip got busted in the process, but the kid who had been making fun of my brother got what was coming to him. I hated when people were mean to my brother or when they thought he was so stupid he couldn’t understand that they were making fun of him. Today, and a lot of days, it was over one simple word. “Retard.” God, how I hate that word. I hate the way it sounds, the way it is used to degrade, the way it hurts. Mostly, I hate the way my brother flinches when he hears that word.

      My mom and dad understood where my anger was coming from, but they didn’t condone the fighting. They knew I was just sticking up for my brother in the only way I knew how, but they weren’t okay with it. I knew there would be consequences at home and I was okay with that. I would take the punishment a thousand times over, and, if it meant getting in trouble every day or being labeled a bully for dealing with the kids who hurt my brother, then I’d do it. This wasn’t for me. This was for him. For my brother. For Nicky.
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      NATE

      8 years-old

      

      “Nathaniel, this is the second fight you’ve been in this week and it’s only Wednesday. I know you want to protect Nicky from the bullies, but you’ve got to stop fighting others. You want to protect Nick, but you’re just as bad as the people who make fun of him.” My mom looked weary as she and my dad gave me the same old speech. At this rate, I’d never see a video game again for as long as I lived. I hadn’t watched TV shows I wanted to watch in over a year. My room had basically nothing but a bed. It didn’t matter, I wouldn’t stop threatening and fighting the kids who made fun of my brother until they learned their lesson. I didn’t care how much trouble I got in. It was for Nicky.

      

      Nate Present day

      

      I was about five years old the first time I realized that Nicky and I were different. There wasn’t one defining instance that brought me to this realization; it was more a series of instances that led me to become aware that Nicky was not only not like me, but he was also not like other kids. My parents had always treated us the same, never favoring one over the other or coddling Nicky more than me.

      Nicky and I are twins. Identical twins. We were born in November and we will turn 25 on our next birthday. I was born 2 minutes before Nicky. Nicky’s full name is Nicholas Edward Morgan. But he’s always been Nick or Nicky, especially with close friends and family. My given name is Nathaniel Joseph Morgan, but I usually go by Nathan or Nate.

      When I started noticing that Nick and I were different, I asked my mom about it. She explained that Nick had been deprived of oxygen due to his umbilical cord being twisted. Since birth, he’s always been smaller than me. He struggles with speech sometimes. He has trouble thinking of certain words he wants to use. However, when he’s excited, he talks a mile a minute. He moves a bit more slowly and awkwardly than most; he has a slight limp. But, these challenges have never slowed Nick down. Learning was always harder for him, but he would eventually grasp most things; it just took him longer. He’s always done the same things I’ve done. We played all sorts of sports while growing up. I was always better than Nicky; I was usually better than most of the other players too. Even though I had him on the skill front, Nick always had more heart and gumption than me. He always had to fight that much harder to reach goals, and he worked hard, never giving up.

      Once I noticed Nicky was different than me, I also started noticing that a lot of people treated him differently. Kids and adults both would talk to him like he was dumb or they assumed he couldn’t do things so they didn’t even give him a chance. It was around this time that I started sticking up for him and being extra protective. He was my “little brother” and I wouldn’t stand for anyone treating him poorly just because he was different. The worst was when kids made fun of him. They would laugh at how he talked or laugh at him if he missed a goal in soccer or got an answer wrong or they’d mimic his gait. One of the things that set me off quicker than anything was when they called him retard or retarded. I got used to getting in fights protecting my brother and as the bullies got worse, the fights got worse too. The years we were in class together were the easiest because I could keep a better eye on things. The years we ended up separated in different classes were the hardest on both of us. As we grew up, we ran in different social circles, but we were still the best of friends. In high school, my parents decided that Nick would be better off in a trade school setting. So Nick started attending a community trade school, Torey Hope Education Center, where he learned life and job skills in the morning and social skills in the afternoon. This school was perfect for Nick because he got to continue attending there even after graduation. He landed a job at a local grocery store sacking groceries and stocking shelves. Nicky is a great employee; he takes his job seriously and follows instructions to a T. In the afternoon he went to the community center. Nick loved to tell me about his friends and activities at the center. He enjoyed playing ping pong and air hockey with his friends. The center didn’t let the kids just sit and play video games or watch TV so he got his video gaming fun in with me. He had chores at the center. He despised washing dishes because his hands got wrinkly in the water, but he adored bagging up and taking out the trash. He said it made him feel like the trash truck we used to watch pick up trash up and down our street when we were little kids. His favorite part of the center recently became the library. The center hired a new librarian and she is now Nicky’s favorite person. Her name is Miss Elizabeth. He loves when she reads to the group and helps them pick out books. To hear Nick tell it, Miss Elizabeth walks on water.

      While Nick was doing what was best for him and his future, I was doing the normal high school and college thing. I enjoyed high school, except for the assholes I still felt the need to keep away from Nicky. I did well in most classes and I was good in whatever activity or sport I chose to do. I had a few really good friends who accepted Nick and never made fun of him. They knew he was part of my life and they never excluded him. That was really important to me. Luckily, since Nicky was in classes at the center, there weren’t as many fights at school once I hit high school. Outside of school was a different story. It sort of became a joke that if I was ever seen WITHOUT a black eye, a busted lip, or bloodied knuckles it would make history. I got in only a few fights in high school, all of them because I’d catch someone making fun of my brother or calling him names when they thought I couldn’t hear. Most of my fights in high school were on the basketball courts where I’d go to play pretty much daily. Guys who knew Nick or me well never pushed things, but the assholes who would make fun of Nick, or any other person with disabilities, always got what was coming to them. No one should be able to get away with hurting someone else.

      Nick and I didn’t spend all our time together, but he always came first for me. The only friends I let in were the ones who understood and respected that. I dated on and off through high school, but never got very serious with any one girl. I did the usual homecoming dances and proms, and a lot of big group dates. I didn’t party or get drunk much, it just wasn’t my thing. Looking back, I think I didn’t get too serious with a girl because I thought it would maybe confuse Nick or make him sad that he didn’t have that. Girls were fun, but I was usually too busy fighting or looking for a potential fight or threatening the kids who made fun of Nick, to be too serious with the girls. I mean, I had my fair share of making out and the usual rounding bases, but it never surpassed that. I think I was just too preoccupied with protecting Nicky to let things go beyond just having some fun. I would venture a guess, in retrospect, that the reason I skipped partying is because I knew Mom and Dad had enough on their plates with my fighting without having to add me partying and drinking to the mix.

      My parents worked hard for us. My mom stayed at home to care for us and the house. We lived in a gorgeous older home on a quiet, shaded street. Dad always made sure it was painted and looked nice on the outside. Our home wasn’t always the same color, Mom and Dad both liked to change it up, but I mostly remember it being a darker green with white trim. I loved the front porch, it wrapped all the way around the front and sides of the house and had beautiful columns. It was a great porch to sit on and play on and Dad always decked it out festively for Christmas. The front yard had a large oak tree on one side which offered great shade in the summer and was gorgeous in the fall. There was also a weeping willow tree on the other side. Nick and I spent many days outside playing in our fort under the willow tree. Mom kept the bushes and flower gardens in the front looking beautiful. She always planted colorful flowers in the beds and around the oak tree and the mailbox.

      Inside of our house was definitely lived in but it was clean and comfortable and always looked nice. The kitchen was in the back of the house, with a back door leading to a fairly good size backyard where we’d have bar-be-ques in the summer and build snowmen in the winter. For years, our backyard boasted a huge maple tree that had a hollow spot toward the bottom. You can bet that Nick and I made use of that hollow as another “hidey hole” as Nick referred to it. Sadly, that tree got hit by lightning a few years back and had to be cut down. Mom loved her backyard and spent a lot of time out there. She had a swing under a little canopy where she would sit and read while she watched us play. There was a small hill that afforded Nicky and I a place to race our remote control cars in the warm weather and a place to sled in the snow. After I moved out, Mom and Dad installed a fountain and a pond where they have some large goldfish. Nicky enjoys watching and feeding the fish.

      Off the kitchen was a door to the basement. Before I went to college, the basement was sort of just used as storage and Nick and I would play down there sometimes. I lived down there during college. Through the kitchen was the dining room. We had a big oak table where all of our meals were eaten. The breakfast nook and table in the kitchen weren’t big enough for a family meal. Luckily, we had two bathrooms. Mom and Dad mostly used the one downstairs which was attached to their room and Nick and I used the upstairs one. Our rooms were upstairs. Nick and I were always used to being together so, even when Mom and Dad gave us our own rooms and let us pick out the paint colors for them, we usually ended up sleeping in one room. Nick had a twin bed in his room, but he usually slept in my room on the futon bed while I slept on my own twin bed. Our bathroom just had a stool, a sink, and a shower, but that’s pretty much all boys need. I loved our house and I loved growing up there. It was comfortable and homey and safe. I knew there was no one there that I had to protect Nicky from. I could relax and let my guard down. Even now, as a grown man, I feel safest and most relaxed in my parents’ home and I spend a lot of time there.

      When we got older, Mom volunteered at our school. She now works part time at the community center, but in a capacity where Nick can still be on his own even with Mom there. She’s there, but not smothering him. Mom works as a clerical assistant at the center. She helps with record keeping and general office duties. I know she always has a smile for visitors or new families who come into the center. My mom has a gentle yet efficient way about her that lets people know she cares while still letting them know not to give her any grief.

      My dad is a teacher; he teaches middle school English Language Arts at Torey Hope Middle School. His teaching salary was just never enough to raise his family, so he spent his summers painting houses to make extra money. Dad loved teaching, but he also loved painting. He was always painting house exteriors or interiors or barns. It was like he couldn’t just sit around during his breaks and summer, he had to be busy. He continuously had little projects going on. My Uncle Dale, Dad’s brother, owned the local hobby shop and I think Dad pretty much kept him in business. Dad was constantly tinkering with the vehicles, plumbing, electricity, organizing the garage, etc. if he wasn’t painting someone’s silo or living room or house. If I wasn’t busy with school or sports I always joined Dad painting throughout the summers. It wasn’t hard, kept me somewhat in shape, and gave me a chance to hang with my dad (who, even though I was in high school and wouldn’t admit it, was pretty cool). I still help Dad paint if I’m not busy coaching or helping Uncle Dale at the hobby shop.

      Anyway, my attitude about partying and drinking didn’t really change much when I got to college. I decided to attend the local college in town so I could live at home; Mom turned our basement into the perfect bachelor pad. She set it up just like a normal dorm room. They got a bunk bed so that Nicky could sleep over sometimes. Dad, years ago, had installed a little shower, sink, and toilet down in the basement during one of his winter projects, so Mom had him rig up a shower curtain hoop and she decorated the little bathroom in greens and blues. She went all out and even got me a shower caddy like all the college kids who were living in dorms. Mom had a heyday decorating, I think she actually researched to find pictures of actual dorm rooms so that mine would look similar. Dad rigged up internet and cable, and I set up my video game system down there. It was really a great set up. I was home with Nicky, but I could come and go as I pleased and had some privacy for homework and studying and the occasional date.

      I got an academic scholarship to the local college so it was perfect. I also got academic and sports scholarships to bigger, further away colleges, but it never felt right leaving Nicky. My high school counselor had required all of us to take these little tests to tell us what career we should pursue. Mine said I should be a counselor, so that’s what I got a degree in. I never really planned to use the degree, but it made my parents happy that I got one. I was perfectly happy painting with my dad, coaching basketball and track, and helping my uncle at his hobby shop when he needed me.

      I did get a lot more adventurous in college with the girls. Girls weren’t lining up to date me, but I could always tell there were plenty interested. I guess I’m not bad looking. I know I’m not like one of the hunks in those romance novels ladies read (yeah, yeah....ok, so I’ve snuck a look at a page here and there in the ones Mom leaves laying around), but I’d say I’m averagely attractive. I’m about 6’2” and I weigh about 200 lbs. Since I’ve always played or coached sports, run track, or painted with my dad, I’m pretty fit. I don’t have huge bulky muscles, but my 6-pack is decent and I’m not embarrassed to be in a sleeveless shirt or go without one. I have what I’d call run-of-the-mill dirty blond hair that I keep fairly short letting it go just slightly longer in the front for that messy look. My eyes are blue (not “piercing ice blue” like in those novels, sorry, just plain blue). Nick is the spitting image of me, only slightly shorter and he weighs a little less. He has always just seemed more fragile than me.

      So, back to those girls in college. Once I was in college, the fights slowed down a bit more. Don’t get me wrong, I was always on the lookout for a shit-for-brains that might try hurting Nicky or one of his friends, and I hadn’t grown out of threatening people to keep them in line, but I wasn’t constantly sporting bruises anymore. So, I guess it made sense that I had more time for the girls. I didn’t head to college planning to lose my virginity, but I’d also not planned to keep it as long as I had either. In college, I still didn’t find my heart going pitter-patter over any girl (does that shit even happen in real life?) but I definitely had fun with them. I remember my first time. Her name was Katie or Krissy or something like that. We had gone to a football game my freshman year. We headed back to her dorm, but she told me to pull over first. After some hot and heavy making out in her daddy’s BMW we ended up in the backseat. Katie/Krissy promised no strings attached and I found out that burying myself in a pretty girl is a great way to get rid of stress and tension. After that first time, sex became my go to stress reliever. Kissing is great, and I love a girl’s body, but sex was never an emotional experience for me. I enjoyed it physically, but kept myself completely detached emotionally. I was always able to stay friends with the girls I hooked up with, with the exception of a few who got pissed that I didn’t want to be their boyfriend, but I was never emotionally invested in taking a relationship any further than a few romps in the sack. I always let the girls know this up front; it wasn’t like I was just using them, but I had no intention of going beyond something mutually satisfying for both of us. I enjoyed sex, but it was just something I did to feel good, it wasn’t something I did to “share something” with another person. In a way, this bothered me because I grew up in a very loving home with parents who were obviously still very into each other; on the other hand, I think I was so used to being angry and pissed off and fighting that the detached feeling was fairly normal for me. Also, in retrospect, I think that I was fearful of letting any girl in; it would mean letting down my guard and I was much more comfortable with my walls up, in constant ready position to fight or defend my brother.

      So, I graduated college with a degree in school counseling, but I had no desire to use it. I told my parents as much, and they seemed to understand and support me, even though I got the feeling that they thought I should have attempted a counseling job. I got a small apartment about five minutes from Mom and Dad and Nick. I made sure it was a two-bedroom so Nicky could stay whenever he wanted. I had a little breakfast nook in my kitchen where I put a small table and chairs. I didn’t cook a lot beyond pizza, toast, cereal, and eggs so my small kitchen wasn’t much of a problem for me. Mom always complained that I didn’t have any space, but I never felt deprived.

      Nicky spent 2-3 nights a week with me and often brought a friend to play video games. Nicky liked things to stay consistent, so we tried to stick to a schedule. He didn’t always deal well with change. We kept a few changes of clothes and pajamas at my place, but mostly, he just brought an overnight bag if he was going to stay over.

      Nicky walked or rode his bike places. He and my parents were just not okay with him driving. It made him nervous so he was perfectly content with his own feet or two wheels or someone else driving him around. Nick loved my Jeep. It was the usual red and black that most people think of when they hear Jeep. I could take the top down or leave it up. Nick loved when I left the top down.

      I loved the nights when Nicky stayed over. We’d drive his friend home after pizza, pop, and video games. Then we’d just hang out and talk. I loved listening to Nick tell stories of his day at work or the community center. The first time I heard the name Miss Elizabeth was the first time Nicky brought a book to my apartment and told me he wanted to practice reading it to me. He said that Miss Elizabeth, the new librarian at the center, had helped him pick it out and she was excited to hear him read some of it to her, so he had to practice. I helped him read it and we settled on a part that he could rehearse and read to her. Nick wasn’t that poor of a reader, he just did better with some practice so that his fluency could improve. After that, I heard “Miss Elizabeth” multiple times each visit. It wasn’t like a normal guy in his mid-twenties would be talking about a girl. He didn’t talk about her body or anything in a crass way. Nick thought she was “pretty and nice and smart and she has good books and she’s my friend.” Nicky didn’t really comprehend attraction to the opposite sex past that during that point in his life. Part of me wondered if he would ever meet someone and fall in love.

      When I asked Mom about Miss Elizabeth she went on and on about how gorgeous she is. Mom told me she’s super sweet and quiet and I must meet her. Mom isn’t known for her subtlety, I got the idea that she had had a few daydreams about me dating this girl. Actually, I get the idea that Mom would be thrilled if I just seriously dated any girl. I’m pretty sure she has some inkling of my “dating” tendencies and she was NOT fond of my practices. Nicky wanted so badly to introduce me to his friend, Miss Elizabeth, as well. I couldn’t tell who was more infatuated with Miss Elizabeth, Mom or Nicky. So, I decided to meet this Miss Elizabeth soon. For Nicky.
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      Elizabeth Claire Decker

      

      I grew up in the shadow of my younger sister, Audrey Marie. There’s only 10 months difference between us (a little impatient weren’t you, Mom and Dad?!). Kidding….sort of. But, seriously, my father wanted to wait to have kids until he’d moved up the ranks in the Army, so I think they had me and then went ahead and tried for #2 right away since they were both in their late, late 20’s already and all my mom wanted to do was have kids. I’ve always felt that I never got to figure out who I was because Audrey came along so soon and I was overshadowed from that point on. Audrey was a show-stealer from the moment she arrived on the scene.

      Then, when Audrey and I were 10 and 11, our mother died from a massive heart attack that no one had even seen coming. My mother had always been a runner and kept very fit with various other activities. She cooked fairly healthy foods for us. From what we knew, there wasn’t a family history of heart disease on her side. So, for her to go to bed one night and never wake up, was very shocking. Sadly, my dad was the one who found her. He had gotten up to get ready for his day and was concerned that Mom didn’t already have his coffee ready; Mom always got up with him to get him on his way before waking Audrey and I. That day is a vivid blur in my mind, a total contradiction. I remember so much of it, yet I feel like I remember nothing. I do, however, remember that our lives changed drastically that day. And not for the better.

      Being 11 years old, with a handful of a little sister, and a military father walking around bouncing between being a zombie or barking orders at us like we were his soldiers, all while missing your mother, is enough to cause anyone stress. I handled my stress by retreating more into myself, while Audrey hid her pain, but showed the world the rest of herself. Usually the worst of herself. My dad, he handled his stress by drinking, crying when he thought I wasn’t watching, screaming at my sister and I when he was having a bad day, inviting buddies over to play poker, and sleeping off hangovers in hopes of surviving.

      Audrey has always been a little spitfire and super bubbly and outgoing. She’s a little too into herself, and she doesn’t always stop to think about how her words or actions may hurt others. Ok, that’s putting it nicely….Audrey is a complete bitch to me most of the time. Why? Who knows?! I think she’s definitely insecure which is why she’s so over the top with everything trying to prove how great she is. Audrey had the same upbringing as me and we were practically the same age when Mom died, but Audrey seemed to bury all the good parts of herself after Mom’s death and only let the bad girl side out for people to see. Maybe the bad side of Audrey felt more confident?

      Audrey is the exact opposite of me. She’s loud and social, I’m quiet and shy. She wants people around all the time, I like time alone. She dresses in loud colors and tight clothes, I prefer soft colors and comfy clothes. She’s a party planner, I’m a librarian. We couldn’t be more night and day, but I love her. I do get upset with how she treats me and others sometimes. It’s not that she’s TRYING to be mean, she just gets too focused on herself and sometimes those around her are the collateral damage. Who am I kidding? I need to stop making excuses for her. Audrey is a mean girl and she DOES try to hurt those around her. I think it’s so she can cover up her own hurting. Audrey is hungry for control and power over everyone in her life, but especially me.

      I have loved books since the first stories my mother ever read to me. At 25 years-old, I’ve moved around more than I care to remember. My dad being in the Army meant we moved a lot. Sometimes every 1-2 years it seemed. Dad always chose to live in officer housing on the bases that we moved to. Luckily, we always had great neighbors for us to be friends with when Mom was alive. Mom never seemed to need help from neighbors, she always seemed to take everything in stride and handle it all on her own; I suspect, now that I’m older, we just didn’t realize she needed help or recognize that neighbors were helping more than we thought when Dad was away. After Mom died, we continued the streak of great neighbors and they were always ready to help out the widowed Captain Decker with his two girls. And Dad was always in need of help with us; he was usually too drunk to take care of us. It wasn’t until he retired that Dad admitted to his drinking problem and finally got sober. He doesn’t talk much about the past or his recovery; I never knew what changed that led him to stop drinking, but I was grateful that he had gotten help. I just wish it had happened sooner.

      As expected, with each move, Audrey would always fit right in and I would step further into her shadow. But, no matter where we moved, I always had books to turn to. Books could take me to other worlds. Books allowed me to become someone else instead of Audrey’s plain, quiet, older sister. Books allowed me to escape the pain of having a sister who hated me and treated me terribly. Books helped me escape the sadness of losing my mother so suddenly and at such a young age. Books allowed me to forget the friends I had to leave constantly, seemingly after I’d just met them. Books allowed me to escape my depressed father and the sadness that seemed to hover in whatever house we lived in. So, after high school, I went to college for a degree in Media Technology, the new term for librarian.

      After college, I lived with my father for a while and saved up some money while working at the local library as an assistant. When my father retired and moved to a little suburb called Torey Hope, Illinois, I went with him. I applied at the local community center which was looking for a librarian and I got the job. The place is wonderful and it’s my dream come true! They have trade school classes for high school students and they offer life skills and social skills classes for students. I run the whole library program there now. ME! I’m in charge of the books we purchase, the activities we offer, which speakers and programs are brought in, and fundraisers for bringing in money to supplement our budget. Plus, the best part of my whole job is working with the students. I read to different groups of students who are all differently abled to some degree. I also get to offer different activities, speakers, programs, and shows for their interests and levels. The best part, though, is helping them pick out books they are able to read so they will be successful. I keep records on their interests and reading levels so that I can pick up certain books if I see them on sale. Truly, this job is the most perfect job I could have ever dreamed of. I LOVE the students. I enjoy most of my coworkers. I had saved enough money for a down payment and first few months of rent and utilities and I make enough money now to keep up with rent on my own little apartment. I don’t have a car just yet, but I enjoy walking or riding my bike to and from work. I’m only a few blocks from work so, even in the winter, a walk won’t kill me. Or I could always take the bus. I purposely got a one-bedroom apartment knowing Audrey would never deem herself lowly enough to sleep on my couch so I don’t have to deal with more than just a few evening visits. Audrey is truly exhausting. I am utterly thrilled with my life; beautiful town, fabulously perfect job, family nearby, and a few coworkers I may one day call friends.

      Notice anything missing from that list of my perfect life? Yeah, me too. I don’t date. Well, that’s not true, I dated once. It was a massive failure. So, now I don’t date. It’s not that I don’t want to date, but I’m pretty gun shy after what happened. Most of the guys always noticed Audrey first and she’d always make sure they knew I was a freaky weirdo. Those were her words, not mine, but over the years she’s made me believe them. The boys who MAY have liked me were scared away by Audrey or the stories she told about me. My first kiss ended up being the one guy I dated. Audrey knew I wanted to be kissed (I was way past sweet 16 with NO lip lock action) and she had pried out of me that I thought Austin Douglas was cute. She set us up to meet at the park. We were both nervous, but I was so excited thinking Austin may like me rather than Audrey. Every boy liked Audrey and she liked ALL of them—athletic, popular, bad boys, good boys, she didn’t care. While I hadn’t been kissed yet, Audrey had been doing A LOT more than kissing by age 16. I hated that the school gossip was that Audrey slept with pretty much any boy willing (and they were ALL willing!) and I hated more that I knew it wasn’t just gossip. One good thing about moving around so much was that Audrey got a new slate with each move. Too bad she also got a fresh batch of boys to toy around with. Audrey had no desire to fall in love. She just wanted fun and sex (preferably together). She was always careful and never promised the boys more than a good time. Heck, from what I saw in the back of a pickup truck one night, she promised both boys AND girls a good time. I never asked Audrey about that night, but let’s just say there were too many arms, legs, and boobs to have been just one guy and one girl.

      And, yet, I was 17 with not so much as a kiss. So, Austin Douglas and I walked a while in the park and made small talk. I didn’t know how this was supposed to lead to a kiss, but Audrey had said it would work. When we came to a shaded area, Austin gently backed me up to a tree. My heart was about to knock out of my chest and I was having trouble breathing. Should I close my eyes? Audrey didn’t tell me much other than, “Remember, tongue can be fun!” Austin leaned in and I saw his dark brown eyes close as I closed my own grey-green eyes. I felt his breath on my face and I smelled the gum he’d just spit out (um, gross!) His lips brushed against mine softly. After a few seconds, he increased the pressure of his mouth on mine and I was beginning to feel like I’d been cheated of this wonderful thing called kissing. I put my arms around his neck and he pulled me closer to him. Something hard nudged my lower hip. Holy moly! Was that what I think it was? Austin’s tongue clumsily pushed its way into my mouth. Eeeewww! It was slimy and fat; tongue is NOT fun my dear Audrey. When I pulled back a little, Austin stopped and backed away. I began to stammer a little and he chucked me on the shoulder and told me he had somewhere to be.

      The next day, I was surprised when Austin asked me if I wanted to go out with him. I agreed. Looking back, I probably should have questioned his motive, but no guy had ever shown interest in me and I thought he was super cute, so we became a couple. Audrey would always ask me about things that Austin and I did together or things I wanted to do. In hindsight, it should have seemed weird that I’d mention something I wanted to do and the next day or two would bring Austin doing just what I’d talked about. She did this with mundane every day type things like which movies I wanted to see and which restaurants I wanted to go to; she also did this with more intimate things. For instance, she’d ask if I had ever given a blowjob and the next day or two would bring Austin asking for a blowjob, which I never had any desire to do. Or Audrey would smile in that sly way that only she can pull off and say, “Do you let Austin finger you? Oh my God! You’ve not let him touch you there yet, have you?!” Then by week’s end, Austin would be shoving his hand down my pants and introducing me, albeit clumsily and anticlimactically, to the finer points involved in fingering me.

      Austin and I dated throughout my senior year. He was a decent boyfriend, although I had nothing to compare it to; we went out on regular dates, spent time with some friends, went to school functions, and made out. I don’t know if the kissing got any better or if I just got used to it. It sure wasn’t the sparks and heat like you read about in romance novels, but it’s what everyone was doing so I went with it. Audrey started nagging me about having sex with Austin. She would tell me that if I didn’t hook up with him, he’d find it somewhere else because guys have needs and I should be keeping my guy satisfied. So, of course, being the unsure, overshadowed sister, I started thinking that maybe I should follow Audrey’s advice. Having a mother or mother figure to talk to at that point in my life would have been very welcome, but my mother was gone and Captain Decker definitely wasn’t dating, so I was left to my own decision making skills, along with Audrey’s sage wisdom. Not a good combination!

      Basketball Homecoming my senior year was special because we’d actually been at the school for the whole school year and it looked like I’d get to graduate with my classmates! Austin and I had fun dancing at Homecoming and he seemed really pleased with himself when he told me that we could go to his cousin’s house because no one would be home. I wasn’t really totally on board with this, but Audrey’s words rang in my ears about losing him, so I agreed to go. He said we could watch movies and do whatever else we wanted. As a grown woman now, I truly wish I could go back and give my 18 year-old self some advice and NOT worry about losing Austin. But, as it is, the experience helped to shape me into who I am today, and I’m pretty proud of that person. So, I look at it as a life lesson.

      Once we got to Austin’s cousin’s house, Austin started making out with me. We’d done this numerous, but he seemed a little more frenzied that night. He was groping at me more than ever and I was shocked when he ripped my panties to the side and shoved a finger inside me. He told me all the things I thought I needed or wanted to hear, I was hot, I was making him so hard, he made it seem like I had some sort of power in the situation. I felt a little heady with all that was going on and I decided that we could take this a little further than we’d ever gone. I helped him out of his shirt and pants while he unzipped and lowered my dress. Parts of my mind registered that we were in his cousin’s living room and that this wasn’t exactly how I’d pictured my first time. But, I had decided this was my senior year and I was going to keep my boyfriend. Again, grown-up me is shaking my head in disappointment and embarrassment, but these are things you learn as you gain life experiences. Austin kneaded at my breasts, nipped at my nipples, and shoved not one but two fingers inside me this time. I kept thinking that this was supposed to be a little more romantic and loving, but since it was my first time I figured maybe it would get better. Austin laid me down on the couch and then dug around in his pants pockets for a condom to put on. I do have to commend him on that decision because I would have never spoken up and asked him to put one on. He positioned himself between my legs. I knew it would hurt and it did. I kept thinking that the pain would subside, but it didn’t. I wanted to like it, I really did, but it was just terrible. It hurt, it was awkward, and I felt like I was doing something wrong since Austin was so obviously enjoying it. Well, I mean, I think he was enjoying it if his grunts, groans, sweating, and his repeated, “Oh, baby” were any indication. I laid there until he was finished and every single thought that ran through my mind centered around, “What. The. Fuck. Was. That?!”

      Austin was all about sex after that. He was constantly trying to find places where we could be alone. The sex didn’t hurt so much anymore, but it certainly wasn’t the way I had thought it would be. He’d kiss me, squeeze my boobs, stick a finger inside me, and then strip my pants off. He never even undressed me or himself; his pants were usually just down far enough to get himself out. Luckily, the condom always had a little lubrication, because I was never ready for him. That fact never seemed to affect Austin. He’d just root his way in, grunt and groan for a couple minutes, then collapse on top of me. I don’t think he ever realized that sex sucked for me. Seriously, I was just a large scale hand-job for him. And, stupid me, thought this was acceptable! Audrey was quick to let me know that I must have been doing something wrong if it wasn’t good for me. Of course, it was my fault that the sex sucked. It couldn’t have had anything to do with the fact that we were inexperienced high school kids who had no actual emotion between us.

      One day, I was supposed to meet Austin at his house after school. His parents were never home so I walked on in and headed to his room. I heard some knocking noises and then voices. When I got to his room, the door was cracked. Audrey was on top of Austin, her back to his face, riding him in a way that they both seemed to greatly enjoy. Austin didn’t see me, he was obviously too busy, but Audrey looked right at me and smiled an evil grin. As Austin shuddered and came, Audrey just smugly said, “Ooops, I guess you weren’t doing it well enough, Beth. I told you that you were going to lose your man!”

      At first, I didn’t know who I was angrier with, Audrey, Austin, or myself. I decided to let myself off the hook, I had been played by both of them. So, while I was sad that I’d given something to Austin that he didn’t deserve, I wasn’t mad at myself for falling for it. I was mad at Austin, but he’d also just been a pawn in Audrey’s game. I was hurt and irritated that he played Audrey’s game for the whole time we dated. Oh, yeah, Audrey relished telling me that part. “Oh, Beth, you can’t think that Austin stayed with you that long without getting a little something on the side, can you? I’d been fucking him the whole time you dated! In fact, the only way I would keep fucking him was if he played my little game. Don’t feel bad, you never would have kept him interested when he had me to turn to. Don’t you get it? I control everyone around me. I made sure you walked in on us that day! The look on your face was priceless!”

      So, yeah, after being totally played by my sister and one of her many boy-toys, I swore off dating for a while. I did go out a few times in college, but I was always very leery. Who knew how far Audrey would go to mess with me and make herself feel powerful and in control? So, I stuck to mostly friends and just focused on my studies. But, now, I’m feeling lonelier and I’m feeling like I want to try dating again. But, with Audrey in town, there’s no telling which guys she’s slept with (or, more accurately, which ones she HASN’T slept with) and I don’t know what horrible stories she’s told about me to the guys in town. Audrey has never, and probably will never, apologize for the situation in high school. I sort of let it go, and I just take good days with Audrey when I can. Sometimes I feel like it’s just not worth the confrontation with Audrey; she plays dirty and I can never win. It makes me sad because all I’ve ever wanted is to have a sister and a friend.
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      Elizabeth

      

      Audrey moved to town to be with my dad and me shortly after we moved here. I’m not exactly sure why she wanted to be close to us, unless it was just so she could mess with me. Audrey didn’t go to college, she was more the school of life type. She’s had a lot of jobs. Starbucks, waitress, and cashier didn’t work out because she’s not good with taking orders from people or being polite unless it suits her. She worked for about one week at a childcare center. The parents complained about her immediately. Her clothes, her words, her lack of compassion, all of those things meant that she wasn’t quite suited for the childcare industry. She tried working at the library along with me, but complained that it was “so boring to just sit around looking at books.” I’m pretty sure she tried exotic dancing for a while. She wasn’t very specific, but I think she got fired for having sex with the customers. When a guy pays money and the girl has sex with him, it’s usually frowned upon. In fact, I’m almost positive it’s called prostitution.

      So, Audrey has a varied work history, but she seems to have landed the perfect job for her. Did I mention that Audrey is now a party planner? She’s really good at it, of course. It helps that she’s the ONLY party planner in town. She’s constantly doing kids’ parties, bachelorette parties, weddings, baby showers, etc. Audrey has been bugging me to have a party at the community center. Okay, maybe badgering is a more accurate word. She said it would be good for business, both hers and mine, but I think she’s more concerned about her business than mine. She also said the center could use it as a socializing activity. I believe her exact words were, “Those types of people you work with don’t stand a chance in the real world, so let’s give them their own little party so they can at least try to seem less like freaks.” Um, yeah, Audrey isn’t real comfortable around differently abled people. I know it’s wrong, but I just ignore her comments, it’s easier than confronting her about it. I love the people I work with and I consider them all special and unique individuals.

      Anyway, I finally gave in to Audrey’s constant requests and let her start planning a party. She thought an October fall-themed party would be good. So we decided on a Saturday afternoon in mid-October. We were planning on all the typical fall stuff—hay rides, bobbing for apples, pumpkin carving, and all sorts of yummy fall-themed food. I’m a sucker for anything pumpkin-y so fall foods are a must! We sent out pumpkin shaped invites to all the students and workers at the center, and we put up signs all around town. I was actually getting really excited about the party. I could tell the students were super excited. One of my favorite students, Nick, was almost beside himself with excitement. He was looking forward to showing me how he could read part of a book I had suggested for him. But, mostly, he was excited for me to meet his twin brother, Nathan. I wasn’t expecting much from meeting his brother, after all, my track record with guys was pretty crappy. But, I figured if I went into the meeting with no hopes, it would be easier when the brother smiled casually at me and then turned a heated gaze toward my sister. So, I agreed to meet Nathan. For Nicky.
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      Nicky

      

      I am really excited about the Fall Party at the center. I want to show Miss Elizabeth how I can read the book she gave me. I also want to play games and eat treats. I am excited about the hayride with my friends. But, the best part is my brother, Nate, is coming! He’s been to the center before, but he’s not been there since Miss Elizabeth came. He’s going to love her. I want her to be Nate’s girlfriend so she can be like my sister and my friend. Some people think I’m not smart, but I know enough to know that Nate likes girls. He never brings girls around; I think he doesn’t want to mess up our brother time. But, Nate will love Miss Elizabeth, I just know it. She’s so smart and so pretty. I love our brother time, but I would be happy to let Miss Elizabeth play video games with us. I would even give up video games and start reading more books for Miss Elizabeth. I wonder if she could talk Nate into reading books. He’s not much into reading.

      

      Audrey

      

      Ugh! This party at the center is starting to really bug me! I just want to get it over with. I know I suggested it, and it’s good for my business, but it’s still annoying me. We are hoping that businesses around town will see how great the center is and offer materials and money throughout the year to help out. My sister is good at what she does, but the more money and materials she can get, the easier her job will be. My sister is…..well, she’s just Beth. Sure, I give her a rough time, but she just makes it so damn easy. She has brown hair, grey-green eyes, and a decent body that she hides under ugly clothes. Well, I guess they aren’t ugly, but they aren’t stylish like mine. She runs a lot so she’s in good shape. I wish she’d wear her contacts more, but she tends to wear jeans and glasses way more than I’d like. She’s always been shy and quiet. Honestly, I feel bad for her sometimes because a lot of people thought she was sort of freaky when we were growing up. But, she seems happy being her freaky, quiet, little boring self so I’ll let her be the spinster librarian and I’ll continue being the fabulous one! And, not to brag, but I am pretty fabulous!! While Beth has plain brown hair and grey green eyes, I have gorgeous blonde hair and big blue eyes. Beth has a light dusting of freckles, but my skin is flawless. We both have a great mouth with full red lips; but I definitely know how to use mine better. Beth isn’t tall, maybe about 5’7”, but I’m more petite at 5’4”. Everything about Beth is average, in my opinion, whereas I’m more knock out material. I mean, I’m obviously hot because I can get any guy I want. Sex for me is recreational. It’s not love or special. It’s hot and heavy and meaningless. And I’m always in control; I call the shots, I’m in power. The guys, and few girls, I sleep with know this and we always have fun with no strings or expectations. Like I said, sex is just fun.

      Anyway, I am getting pretty creeped out about this party. Every time I’m at the center, the students get way too close to me and they just want to babble about the food and the games. I just don’t get these “handicapped” people. Can’t they tone it down a bit? Eeeewww, stop with the hugs and touching. I understand they are retarded or whatever, but maybe they should just stay home then. The rest of us shouldn’t have to be made uncomfortable just so they can have a meaningless, dead-end job. Like, this guy at the grocery story, I think his name is Nicholas. He found out that Beth is my sister so now he tries to talk to me all the time about “Miss Elizabeth.” He’s always smiling and almost jumping up and down; it’s embarrassing really, for him and for me if anyone saw me around him. Seriously, just sack my groceries and don’t speak to me. Eeeewww! I need this party to be over so my business can pick up and then I can be done with these freaks!
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      Nate

      

      After basketball practice, even though I had run suicides with the boys, I went for a run around the track. The sun wasn’t completely gone and the track had lights which I’d already turned on with my keys; there are benefits to being a coach at the school. I planned on getting at least three miles in. Running was not just exercise for me, it was also an escape. Probably, no, strike that, definitely a much healthier escape than the detached, emotionally-voided sex I liked to have. When I ran, I forgot about threatening people and fighting for Nicky. I forgot the anger I felt all the time. I forgot the countless girls I screwed just for pleasure. I just ran. The burning in my legs and chest were welcome.

      It was a Tuesday and I didn’t really expect to see anyone else at the track. Only coaches had keys to turn the lights on so most people wouldn’t be running when they knew it was going to be dark soon. Needless to say, I was a little spooked when I sensed, rather than saw, someone behind me. I had my music on, but I just felt that I wasn’t alone. I slowed down a bit and pretended to check my time while the other runner passed me. I was even more surprised to see that the runner was a woman. A fit and gorgeous woman from the look of her legs and backside. She wasn’t super tall but maybe slightly above most average height women; she would probably come to right about my chest. Her thick dark hair was in a ponytail and whipped around behind her. I started running again and had to sprint a little to catch up to her; I’d let her get too far ahead while I ogled her. I fixed my eyes on her ass. And a very fine ass it was indeed. I felt myself bouncing between being irritated that she was risking her safety by running by herself so close to dark and being totally turned on by her tight ass. In reality, Torey Hope was about as safe as you can get and I HAD turned on the lights so technically she wasn’t running in the dark. And she wasn’t by herself, she was with me. I was safe even though she didn’t know that. So I switched to feeling turned on while I continued to watch her butt in those tight running pants. We kept up our individual paces; she seemed to be here for the long haul. I figured she started pretty much right after me; how long was she planning to run? I decided that I was enjoying watching her way too much to give it up, so I would run until she was done. Luckily, I was in good shape because the girl with the hot ass could run. We ended up going a total of 10 miles by my count, and I wanted to fall down and kiss the ground when she finally stopped; however, being a guy, I couldn’t let her know that 1) I had been running whatever she was running and 2) I was dead tired, so I went one more lap while she did her cool down stretches. She seemed to have her music pretty loud, but I knew she knew I was there, however, she didn’t ever acknowledge me.

      Thursday, I decided to run in the park since we didn’t have practice that day. I got to the park in plenty of time to get a run in before dark. I had to laugh at my luck when I saw her again. She was on the other side of the pond, but I knew it was her from her form and stride; I’d watched it long enough Tuesday night to recognize it now. I wondered who this girl was. She didn’t look familiar to me. Torey Hope is a small town so I was surprised I hadn’t seen her before. Part of me wanted to talk to her, ask her name, see if she’d be interested in a date or something (more likely I was interested mostly in the something part of that), but she just had an aura of good girl around her and I wasn’t looking for taking my time with a good girl. I didn’t want someone I had to wine and dine, I just wanted something easy and quick with no mess or strings. But, dang, the girl sure was a sight to behold. Maybe I could figure out her running schedule? I guess I could offer to let her know the nights I’d be able to turn the track lights on for her. Nah, probably easier if I just let it go and enjoyed watching her when I got the chance. But, now that I’m thinking of her ass, I realize that I should probably get laid pretty soon.
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      Elizabeth

      

      The last few times I’ve gone running, I’ve seen a fine specimen of a man running at the same time. I never get a good look at his face, but I can tell he is very fit. I swear one night he kept running just to prove he could run the same distance as me. Then he was at the park running too. I don’t know everyone in town, even though I’m getting to know more people every day, but I don’t recognize this man. I briefly thought about saying hello at one point, but then I decided against it. My luck, Audrey had already gotten to him, and he wouldn’t see anything in me.

      Two weeks before the party, I ran into Nick and his brother, Nate, at the grocery store. Nick was so excited to see me and have Nate and I meet. There was something very familiar about Nick’s brother, but I decided it was because he and Nick looked so much alike and I saw Nick every day. Nate was above-average in looks and seemed nice enough. He looked genuinely surprised when Nick introduced me as Miss Elizabeth. He smiled politely, but seemed conflicted, like he wanted to say more, but he was wary of me? It was strange and gave me a self-conscious feeling. Audrey had done a job on me and it affected me almost daily, especially when guys were involved.
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      Nate

      

      Whoa, the runner with the hot ass is Miss Elizabeth. I knew Mom had said she was super cute, but Mom hadn’t done her justice. But, this was Nick’s new friend and teacher. I had to hope that a teacher at the center would never be mean to Nick, but my standby fight instinct kicked in, and I felt the need to be suspicious of Miss Elizabeth. I usually took the stance of “guilty until proven innocent” which was maybe unfair, but, in my experience with people being mean to Nicky, it was a valid position to take. She had a gorgeous smile and seemed friendly enough; even though Nicky has misjudged those wanting to be his friend before, Mom usually is spot-on with her gut feelings about people. I just wish I could be less suspicious of people’s ulterior motives. I don’t want to be wary of this pretty girl, but it’s just so ingrained in me that I’m not sure I know how else to react to meeting Nicky’s new friend.
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      Elizabeth

      

      One week before the party, fate brought Nate and I together again. I needed some things for the party, so I headed to the local hobby shop. I didn’t realize that the sweet man who ran the shop was Nate and Nick’s uncle, Dale. Nate was working at the shop that day. Again, he wasn’t rude, but it’s like he was assessing if I was really who I said I was. It didn’t make sense, why was he so suspicious of me? Or was he suspicious of everyone? He helped me find my paint brushes, paint, poster board, and glue and rang up my purchases and spoke kindly, but he didn’t offer any pleasantries beyond what was necessary. It was the strangest thing; I couldn’t be offended because he wasn’t mean or disrespectful, but I couldn’t say it was a positive experience because I just got the feeling he was judging me. I wish, just once, I’d meet a guy and not worry about what he thought about me or what Audrey may have told him about me.

      By our third run-in, the day before the party, I was convinced that Nate was the most attractive guy in town and that I had no chance in hell with him. He was way too hot and way too aloof. Seriously, blond hair, great build, what’s not to like? Oh, except his standoffishness. I was running, which I always used as an escape from my thoughts and stress. I started running shortly after Mom died. When Dad was really depressed and couldn’t even pull himself off the couch to fix supper, I’d go running before I fixed Audrey and myself some soup. When he was angry and barking orders at us, I’d run after finishing my chores. When Dad had friends over to play cards, smoke, and drink beer, I’d run to escape the leering glances of some of his fellow officers. Audrey always seemed to like the attention those guys paid her, but I always wanted out of the house and away from their predatory grins and comments. Running helped to clear my head of their uncomfortable comments and stares and clear my nose of the smoke and beer stench. Dad was usually too tanked to notice the comments and glances and the officers never paid attention to Audrey or I before Dad was at least a few drinks in.

      Anyway, I was running around the track at Torey Hope High School (luckily, someone had turned on the lights again. Love it when that happens!), and I noticed Nate was also running. He stopped by me as I was doing my cool down stretches.

      “Hi. Hey, um, I was wondering if you had a minute to talk.” Nate seemed a little annoyed at even having to have this conversation.

      When I nodded my head to let him know I had some time, he continued. “Listen, I’m sorry if I’ve come off as rude the last couple times we met. First, I was surprised that YOU were Miss Elizabeth; I’ve seen you around town lately, but I hadn’t put YOU with Nicky’s Miss Elizabeth. Also, I’m always a little suspicious of people who want to be Nicky’s friend. I’ve spent my whole life protecting him, mostly with threats and my fists. I want to think you’ll be kind to him, and I know that he’s totally enamored with you, but I am always slow to warm up to Nicky’s friends because of past experiences. I hope you can understand my position.”

      Um, okay? I had no plans on hurting Nicky. And I told Nate that. He seemed satisfied with my answer, but it was like he wanted to say more. He smirked slightly, almost to himself like he was embarrassed, ran his hands up and down his face, blew out a breath, and said, “Ok, I guess I’ll see you around. I’m coming to the Fall Party; Nicky is so excited there’s no way he’d let me not show up. So, um, I guess I’ll see you there. I mean, if you’re there. Of course, it’s sort of your party so I’m guessing you’ll be there, but you’ve probably got it so planned out that it could run itself. Yeah, so anyway, I’m going to go now.” Nate shook his head and rolled his eyes slightly as he turned away from me and then he took off to finish his run.
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      Nate

      

      I felt bad being suspicious of Miss Elizabeth. I know Nicky loves her. The suspicion and wariness is just so natural to me that it’s hard to not react that way. She seems like a very nice person, but I’m going to need a little more convincing. I felt like a complete dork today after we spoke; I started to ask her if she wanted to go out sometime. But, then I remembered that I didn’t want a slow, messy situation, and now that I’d met her, I KNOW she’s a good girl, so I stood there silently for a moment while “ask her out” thoughts swam through my head, then I started babbling awkwardly for another minute before I just took off running. No girl has ever made me babble like a fool and feel nervous. Just my luck, the first girl who does is way out of my league.
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      Elizabeth

      

      It’s the day of the party. Audrey and I have been busy all week getting as much set up as possible, but this morning we still have a ton to do, and I’m so grateful for my coworkers who have come to help us out.

      “Hey, Elizabeth, where should this tub go for the apple bobbing?” shouts Joe. He’s a teacher at the center; he teaches math skills like grocery shopping on a budget, buying a bus ticket, reading a bus schedule, etc. He’s really good at giving the kids real life math skills.

      “Put it over there at the corner of the parking lot, Joe! Thanks!” I reply.

      Luckily, our weather is going to be perfect so most of the activities can be outside. Scott, who teaches automotive technology, and Krissy, who teaches real life reading and writing skills like filling out job applications, writing a note to a child’s teacher, following cooking instructions, reading an owner’s manual, etc. are putting hay in the wagon and getting the tractor hooked up. I’m extremely appreciative of the local farmers who donated the hay, wagon, and tractor. The local orchard gave us plenty of apples and pumpkins, too. The churches in town were very generous with sharing their tables and chairs. Audrey, with her connections, got us a big tent as well. All the food is going under the tent. And when I say ALL the food, I’m talking about a massive amount of food! The center staff all brought fall-themed food and the ladies in the local churches got word of the party and sent over tons of food as well. We have cakes, cookies, pies, caramel apples, caramel corn, roasted nuts, salads, sandwiches, side dishes, and apple cider. No one will leave here hungry, that’s for sure. I can’t wait to fill up my plate!

      Audrey has already gone home to get ready, but she’s back now to continue getting things set up so that I can go home and get changed for the party. I glance over to where Audrey is talking to Ann, the teacher who makes sure her students know how to cook and clean safely. Not all of our students are able to take all of the classes offered at the center, but if their ability level allows it, the school gives them as many skills as possible. Audrey leaves Ann to finish setting up the face painting station and makes a beeline toward Anthony. Anthony helps the students prepare for job interviews with speaking, poise, and even how to dress for success. Anthony is fantastic. His partner, Brad, is a fabulous guy. He works in the insurance industry and could seriously sell snow to a penguin. I wonder if Audrey realizes that Anthony is not only taken, but also not interested in anything she could offer. Oh well, Audrey is the type to believe she can make people change their ways and she won’t give up without a fight. I have to just shake my head and start home.

      On my way out, I run into Cindy Morgan and her husband, John; Nate and Nicky’s parents. Cindy works part time at the center as a clerical assistant. She’s so good at record keeping and working the front desk, especially with new students and families. She’s soft spoken but no-nonsense and can put people at ease from the first contact. Her husband, John, is an English Language Arts teacher at Torey Hope Middle School. He’s a favorite teacher all around town. In the summers, if he’s not painting houses to make extra money, he’s usually at the center. He does paint touch ups and other handy-man work, but also just interacts with the students. Cindy and John have a special connection to the center because Nicky attended high school there and spends most afternoons there even several years after graduation. Nicky is a favorite around the center with his infectious smile and enthusiasm for life. Nick is full of heart, gumption, and gusto. He helps with the younger students, often helping to explain homework problems to them or just hang out with them. He always pitches in and assists with the chores around the center. His employer at the local grocery store continually praises Nicky for a job well done. Nicky is the perfect employee; loyal, consistent, able to take direction, and just happy to be of service.

      Cindy and John smile at me and I easily return the smile. I don’t feel shy around them like I do around most people; they are just easy to be around. Cindy gushed, “Oh, Elizabeth, this is all going to be so wonderful! We should make this an annual event. Nicky is almost crazy with excitement. I don’t know if he slept a wink last night. He is so very anxious for you to meet his brother, Nathan. I don’t know how you two haven’t met already. Anyway, Nate is a wonderful boy…”

      “Cindy….” John gave an embarrassed smile and tried to hush his wife, but she would not be deterred.

      “What, John? Nate is about Elizabeth’s age and they are both so attractive and neither are dating anyone. I think it just makes sense.”

      My cheeks flushed at this turn in the conversation. Oh, Lordy! I need to get out of here. What was I supposed to tell Cindy? “Yes, I met your son and he thinks I’m going to be mean to Nick so he basically warned me that I’m guilty until proven innocent. Charming man.” Yeah, that’s not exactly going to work, so I stammer, “Oh, Nick introduced us a couple weeks ago, and I’ve seen Nate around a few times since then. He seems to be a very nice guy. Well, I probably better get going.”

      John saves me by steering his wife away with a wink, “See you later, Elizabeth. It’s going to be a great party.”

      As I walk the short distance to my apartment, I text my father. Captain Robert Decker did the best with the hand he was dealt. He could have drank less, maybe talked to a therapist about his loss, spent more time with his daughters, but he put a roof over our heads, provided food and clothing and education, so I really can’t complain. I wish he had gotten into the recovery program earlier, but I am glad he’s in it now and that things have gotten better for him and between us. I know he misses my mom, Lois, with every beat of his heart and he’s a proud, hard man who doesn’t show love easily. I know he was proud of his daughters’ accomplishments. My father has always accepted me the way I am and never pushed me to change; he simply expects my best, celebrates my wins, mourns my losses, and loves me with no question. You just have to look hard to see this, because Dad doesn’t show it on the surface very well, it’s more of a hidden thing. Yep, not the worst parent in the world…except he was the exact same way with Audrey. I know a parent should treat their children the same, but he totally let Audrey get away with murder. “That’s just Audrey” is his answer to anything Audrey does or says even if it’s hurtful to herself or others. I feel like he could have kept a tighter rein on her. But, it’s not my place to judge, and I’m blessed that I at least have my dad, even if our relationship was rocky at times and his emotional health was less than stable. I just feel like he let Audrey do whatever she wanted because he was too heartbroken, or depressed, or drunk to deal with her. So, I text him to be sure he’s still coming to the party. He replies, “If you want me there then I wouldn’t miss the chance to see both my girls shine!” My first thought is “And, if Audrey doesn’t feel like she’s shining brightly enough, she’ll make her own light”. Which is what scares me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I love my little apartment! It’s very me; nothing loud or outrageous, it’s just cute. I get lonely sometimes so I think I may get a cat. But, the thought of that puts me one step closer to being the book-loving cat lady, so I may not follow through on it.

      No surprise, I have a huge bookshelf in my living room. It probably looks out of place and takes up too much room, but, what can I say? I love my books. My bedroom is my favorite. My dad helped me lug in these awesome book shelves that line three of my walls. They are short, about hip level, so I have a lot of space on top of the shelves for things like my small TV and radio. I also have some pictures and decorations set around. But the actual shelves are full of books on all three sides of my bedroom.

      Needing to get ready for the party, I look in my closet and feel sad. I like my clothes, but today I’m feeling restless and bored with them. I don’t want to, nor could I ever, pull off Audrey’s look, but sometimes I’d like to be a little more daring. I think of Audrey’s outfit today, a pair of tight black ankle pants, a skin tight pink peplum top, and a pair of shiny pink wedge heels. The most I do with color is usually soft pastels, but sometimes I wish I’d get the courage to wear some brighter purples or blues. I impulsively grab a jean skirt, cowboy boots, and soft plaid button up blouse. I start the shower and wash my hair. My hair is pretty. Audrey always finds pleasure in reminding me that my hair isn’t blonde like hers, but it’s a very pretty shade of brown and I like it. Plus, it’s thick and wavy and it can be straightened or curled easily. I usually just let it air dry, but today I decide to put it in curlers. I lather my body up with my favorite body wash. Then I shave my legs since I’m wearing a skirt. After my shower, I do my makeup while I curl my hair. I reach for my bra and underwear. I may be timid, awkward, and shy around most people, but there are a couple things no one would ever guess about me. One, I love sexy matching bras and panties. I started buying them when I was in college and I love them. I have probably 20 different sets; they make me feel a little more confident even though no one will ever see them. I’ve never undressed in front of my sister since I always knew I’d pale in comparison and Audrey would totally point it out. My other secret is that I get a Brazilian wax once a month or so. I go to a neighboring town to get it done so there’s no gossip in my town. I know it’s silly when no one else is going to see my girly bits, but I think it looks nice and it makes me feel good about myself. I started doing this in college sort of on a dare from a friend and it just sort of stuck. She was a nice enough girl and I know she never thought I’d go through with it. I think she dared me to do it just as a joke. But, the idea took root in my mind. I’d never done anything so outrageous.

      I’m headed out the door when I have a mini panic attack over my clothes. I throw them all back on my bed and change into a soft cream tank with a fall-ish orange sweater cardigan and a pair of my favorite jeans with some brown casual shoes. My outfit may not scream SEX like Audrey’s, but my contacts and makeup make my eyes pop, my hair is good, and I still have my sexy items on underneath. I don’t think I look bad; I look more natural, whereas Audrey looks more made up and obvious. I feel good about the way I look and that’s what’s important. Okay, let’s get this party started.
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      Nate

      

      I left the gym late this morning and decided I’d stop by my parents’ house before going home to get ready for Nicky’s party. If I know my mom at all, I’ll at least get lunch out of the visit. Can’t complain about that. I started eating my parents out of house and home about the time I turned nine and I haven’t stopped since. I bounded up the stairs and into the backdoor; I’ve never knocked at my parents’ house. After today, I will always knock. The sight before me was one no son should ever have to be subjected to. My dad had my mom backed up against the counter with his hands up her shirt. He was nuzzling her neck and she was giggling like a teenager. I attempted to hold back a gagging noise and covered my eyes; in the seconds that followed, way too many thoughts rushed through my head—1) Fuck. Dude, that’s my mom. 2) That counter top is going to need sanitized. 3) The old man’s still got it. Go, Dad. 4) I love that there’s still passion after all these years. 5) I want that in my life.

      What the hell was that? That last thought basically knocked the air right out of me. While my dad kissed my mom’s neck and felt her up, all I could think about was that, for the first time in my life, I wanted more than just a casual date and sex. I just got sucker punched by the realization that I want a wife and a family like I grew up in. Maybe not right this second, but someday. This was not a thought that had EVER crossed my mind. I wasn’t AGAINST marriage, someday, but it’s not like I had any prospects at the moment. But something inside me was having a heyday with the thought of marriage and kids. The image of Nicky’s Miss Elizabeth danced through my mind. Well, these new developments should make things interesting….. After I cleared my head the best I could from that emotional ambush, I coughed slightly and raised my eyebrows at my parents when they sprang apart looking as guilty as horny teenagers.

      Mom, with flushed cheeks, finished getting lunch ready. My mom is a great cook and even a quick lunch is usually a sight to behold. Today was no exception. She kept it light since we would all be eating later at the party at the center. Grilled veggies on skewers, grilled salmon, and fresh iced tea. Perfect before all the fall themed food I knew I’d be stuffing myself with a little later. Nicky came downstairs to eat, so that alleviated any awkwardness that still floated in the air from the compromising position I’d caught my parents in earlier. Although, from the looks and smiles and touches I kept seeing between Mom and Dad, they’d be taking care of any tension right after I took Nicky to my place. It made me roll my eyes and smile and possibly feel a bit jealous. Again, what is that? How can I be jealous of a couple having an intimate, loving relationship when I don’t have, nor do I want, a relationship of any sort (unless it’s to find a quick release in somebody a little prettier than my right hand)? These feelings that are bombarding me are weird and uncomfortable, they can go away any time now. Actually, I think I know what it is, I haven’t had sex in a couple months, now that I think about it. So, obviously, I’m in serious need of getting laid and then these crazy thoughts of love and marriage and kids and forever will stop running on a loop through my head.

      “Nathaniel, make sure you dress nice for the party, please.”

      My mom usually isn’t one to care what I wear, plus I think I usually look decent so this comment confused me a little.

      “What are you talking about, Mom? Don’t I usually look okay? Is this like a black tie affair?” I asked laughing.

      “No, Nathan, nothing like that. I just know that most the town will be there, so don’t show up in gym shorts. You never know, there may be some pretty girl there you might want to impress.”

      “Mom…..what are you planning?”

      “Cindy….don’t play match maker. Leave the boy alone.” Thanks, Dad.

      “John, I just want to see Nate happy. He’s a great guy, loves his jobs, has a good family, good friends, but he needs love. I want to see him head over heels with the right girl. Plus, I’m not getting any younger, grandbabies would be nice!”

      “Whoa! Okay, Mom, on that note, Nicky and I are going to head upstairs to get his clothes and then to my place to get ready. Please, if possible, wait until we’re gone to discuss my future wife and babies. And, I’m begging you, for the love of all that is holy, don’t finish what you started on the counter until we are gone. Totally out of view AND ear shot, please.” I heard my mom giggle at something my dad said as Nicky and I headed upstairs.

      “So, Nicky, what do you want to wear to your party?”

      “I want to look nice for Miss Elizabeth. I want to wear clothes like you wear.” Nick stated matter-of-factly.

      “Sure, Nicky, let’s see what we can find.”

      Nick is a grown man but he sometimes comes across much younger because he speaks his mind and faces more challenges than most. He usually wears sports pants/shorts and t-shirts because those are easiest to get on and off independently. He struggles with buttons and zippers. But, since I’ll be helping him, I grabbed his nicer pair of jeans plus a brown button up shirt and a pair of brown loafer type shoes. We said good-bye to our parents and headed to my Jeep. Since it was such a nice day, I had the top down and this excited Nicky. We both loved to drive with the wind whipping around us. Who wouldn’t? Well, any girl I’ve ever dated I guess. They were always too worried about their hair getting messed up. I always wanted to tell them to let loose and live a little.

      Nicky broke my thoughts by saying, “I think Miss Elizabeth would love your Jeep. She’s really pretty, Nate. She could be your wife and have babies like Mom wants.”

      Whoa! Hold on there bud. “Uh, Nicky, let’s not say stuff like that around Miss Elizabeth. It might make her uncomfortable. Plus, I’ve only met her a couple times, so I doubt we are ready for marriage and babies.” Nick just smiles like he has a secret.

      We had about an hour to play video games before we needed to get ready. Nicky beat me on three games of Mario Kart; he’s really good, I don’t just let him win. After a quick shower, I went to my closet. I decided on jeans and a dark purple button up shirt with my casual dark gray sneakers. Along with my admittedly bad habit of sleeping around, I also have a bit of an addiction to shoes. I have to have the perfect shoes for specific clothing. Most women would be green with envy over my shoe collection. Hey, a guy has to look good, right?

      Nick got his wish to dress like me, the only difference was our underwear. Nicky was a boxer man and I leaned more toward boxer briefs. Although, I’ve been known to skip the under clothes altogether depending on my mood. Sometimes the second layer feels a little redundant. I helped Nicky with his buttons and zipper. We both keep our hair pretty short, but I styled the front with a little gel on both of us and gave him a quick spray of cologne that he picked out. I don’t wear a lot of cologne; soap and deodorant is good enough for me. Nicky likes to wear it because he says it’s what men wear. Sometimes it hits me like a ton of bricks that my twin brother has a cognitive level much below mine. He’s not stupid, he’s just different. This is why I fight for him. This is why I protect him. This is why I will always be here for Nicky. “Alright, Nicky my man, let’s get to this party of yours!” Nick beamed and raced to the Jeep.

      While Nick ran to the Jeep, I was taken back to our 7th grade year.

      We were both excited to be heading to the Jr. High dance. It was another time that Nick had wanted to dress like me. We had dressed in black pants and black shoes. I wore a red shirt with a flashy tie. Nick wore a blue shirt, but the tie bothered him too much. I was already tense about the dance, not because I was nervous about asking a girl to dance, like most of my friends were nervous about. I was having a lot of anxiety about people making fun of Nicky. I knew there would be a handful of jerks, along with some snobby girls, who would be ready and waiting to attack Nicky. This meant that I had to be on my toes.

      Needless to say, I spent most of my night threatening anyone who I knew liked to tease my brother and anyone who even looked like they MAY want to make fun of him. I was grateful to my few friends who let Nick dance with them and the couple sweetheart girls who asked him to dance. Nick had a great time and I made it through most of the night. I even managed to dance with a couple girls from our big group of friends. Unfortunately, one last trip to the restroom during the last song of the night, I ran into two assholes from the eighth grade class. “God, Morgan, how can you stand to bring that retard of a brother to something like this?” That’s all he got out because I hauled off and punched him right in the mouth. The other kid held his hands up and backed away, “Hey, man, I got no beef with you or your brother.” I shoved the first kid into the wall while he held his bleeding lip. “Don’t ever talk about my brother that way. And tell your friends to keep their filthy mouths shut, too.”

      Luckily, the dance broke up soon after that, and it was so chaotic with parents picking up kids, that no one noticed the fight. However, my mom was quick to notice the red, swollen knuckles on my right hand. The week after the dance was not very fun for me, Mom made sure of that. But, I had made sure that the dance had been fun. For Nicky.

      I was really glad that we weren’t back in Jr. High and heading to this party. I didn’t expect anyone at the center party to give Nick a rough time, everyone there loved him. I’d still keep my ears open, just in case. But, I really wasn’t looking for trouble, I was tired of fights. I’d never stop standing up for Nicky, but I wasn’t itching to fight today.
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      Elizabeth

      

      I needed to ask John Morgan if we could borrow his paint to paint signs for some of the activities. I found him talking to Nathaniel, his son. I couldn’t get over how gorgeous this man was. I find many men attractive, but I’ve never had such a gut-punch reaction to seeing a man before. I felt a bit in a daze and short of breath as I let my gaze travel over him. Of course, I’d seen him before, but I had a chance here to study him without him knowing it. He was tall, maybe 6’2” or 6’3”. He wasn’t huge, more lean and athletic, but he definitely had muscles. He looked very good in a simple pair of jeans. I always heard/read ladies talk about jeans hanging on a guy’s hips just right and this man was a perfect example. The jeans hung on his waist yet still showed off a perfect backside. What the heck was wrong with me? I’ve never reacted to a man this way! Nate had dark blond hair that he kept pretty short, but he’d styled the front with a little gel into that perfected messy look. From the few chance meetings we’ve had, I knew his eyes were a gorgeous blue. All this went through my head in about 30 seconds and suddenly I was feeling all fluttery in my stomach and my hands were sweaty. What?! Get a grip, Elizabeth. This guy is WAY out of your league so just go ask his dad for paint. He probably won’t even glance your way. Plus, remember, he was all wary and suspicious of you being mean to Nicky.

      John Morgan and his incredibly delicious, hot looking, out-of-my-league son were working on setting up the pumpkin carving station so their backs were to me when I walked up. I knew I shouldn’t eavesdrop, but their conversation caught my attention and I couldn’t stop myself.

      “Dad, is there a certain girl that mom is hoping to set me up with? She seemed to have a plan.” Mr. Hottie spoke to John.

      “Well, Son, I think she’s got her heart set on one of the Decker girls.” John stated.

      Wait! What?! They were talking about Audrey and me!

      “Decker? I know Audrey Decker….wait, is Miss Elizabeth, Audrey Decker’s sister!?!? How did I not put that together? Well, which one is mom focused on? I sure hope it’s the prettier one and not the freaky one!”

      That’s all I needed to hear, I’d find the paint on my own. I turned and walked away. Even though I knew he was out of my league, I still felt like I could hear the pieces of my heart shattering and tinkling like glass as they fell. I didn’t need to hear anymore. Without knowing it, I’d already let myself get my hopes up that maybe THIS guy wouldn’t choose Audrey over me, but that’s a stupid hope because they ALWAYS pick Audrey. Audrey wouldn’t have it any other way.
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      Nate

      

      “Nathan! That isn’t a very nice thing to say. I taught you to respect women. Now, care to explain your rude comment?”

      Crap. I’d opened my big mouth and been disrespectful. My dad had taught me better. I was used to punching and threatening and fighting, but I didn’t show disrespect unless it was deserved. I was just shocked. First to find out that my mystery running girl was Miss Elizabeth, and then I was floored to find out she was related to Audrey Decker!

      “Sorry, Dad, it’s just that I went out with Audrey once and it was once too many. She hated my Jeep, acted appalled that I suggested burgers and shakes, and let’s just say we had a little fun later that night, but there’s NO WAY I could see myself dating her. She wore her clothes too tight, too bright, too much makeup, too much hair stuff, way too much perfume, everything about her was just way too much. Not to mention she seems really snotty and stuck up and wanted to be in control of EVERYTHING from the radio to the bedroom. But, you’re right, calling her a freak was rude and I’m sorry. Now, what about this other sister? She’s gorgeous, but you know how I’m always so suspicious of people being nice to Nicky. Is she really as great as Nicky thinks she is?”

      “Well, son, first, I’m not thrilled to hear about this first date ‘we had a little fun’ stuff and your mother would be in quite the tizzy if she had heard what you just said. Second, a lot of people are friendly to Nick with no ulterior motive.”

      “Elizabeth does seem the exact opposite of Audrey, in a good way. I’ll try to stop being so suspicious and remember that if Nicky likes her she must be okay. I’m just so used to defending him from the jerks. Elizabeth is certainly pretty; I’ll try to give her a chance, although I may have already turned her against me with my suspiciousness of her. But, I’m letting you know right here and now, if Mom tries to set me up with Audrey, I’m going to have to politely decline.”
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      Audrey

      

      “Yum! Look at that fine man!” Beth looked to where I was pointing and frowned.

      “Yeah, he’s pretty hot, Audrey,” she replied.

      I admit, I had gone on a date with Nate Morgan and it pretty much sucked. He drives a Jeep which is NOT hairstyle friendly, he took me to a local burger joint, and the sex later that night was pretty blah. It’s not that I didn’t enjoy it, but I’ve had better for sure. It’s a shame; maybe he bats for the other team? That would explain why the sex wasn’t mind-blowing. I’m wondering if I should try to hook him up with Anthony. But, day-um, that man is FINE! Maybe I should give him another chance. It’s not like I want to date him exclusively. I really just want to get my hands back on what’s under those jeans and have a little fun.

      “I’m totally going to score that piece of ass tonight, Beth.”

      “I’m sure you will, Audrey, I’m sure you will.”

      Huh? I wonder what’s got Beth sounding so down. Surely she didn’t think SHE had a chance with Nate, did she? Poor girl, when will she learn to set her sights a little lower? She’s never going to land a guy in my league. And, if she ever did, I’d make sure to stop it before it even got started. Well, time to go work my magic. I’m so glad my hair and boobs are looking perfect as usual.
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      Nate

      

      Oh shit. Here comes Audrey Decker. Damn, there’s no place for me to run. I guess I’m going to have this conversation whether I like it or not. God, could she look any more ridiculous in those pink shoes? It’s a fall party at a community center, not a strip club in Vegas. And her boobs are about to pop out of that silly shirt. I know I had sex with her, but I can’t even remember her boobs, and I’m usually a boob man. I guess I really was detached if I can barely remember the sex. However, that damn perfume. My mind definitely recalls that scent and not in a good way. I can seriously already smell it from here and it makes me want to puke while simultaneously bringing back nauseating memories of our one night of hooking up. Then I notice her sister watching. God, she’s beautiful, like gut-punch beautiful, but her eyes look so sad. I offer her a smile, while in my mind I want to offer her anything and everything to make her eyes sparkle in happiness. What the hell? What happened to feeling suspicious of Elizabeth? And when have I ever wanted to make a girl’s eyes sparkle in happiness? When I smile at her, she turns away to paint a sign. I feel a little bereft at her obvious rejection.

      “Hey, Sexy!” Audrey purrs into my ear.

      I swear to God she tried to grab my junk. “Hey, Audrey, how’s it going? Great party.”

      “Well, Stud, I could plan an even greater PRIVATE party for the two of us a little later if you know what I mean.”

      Crap, I don’t like to be hurtful, but this has to stop. “Listen, Audrey, you’re a pretty girl, but I just don’t see anything happening between us. At least not again, I mean. I’d like to be your friend, but I’m not looking for anything more. And, as your friend, I want to pass along the old adage that less is more. You are beautiful, you don’t need the heavy makeup or perfume or the tight, bright clothes. Tone everything down a bit. And, by everything, I mean the come-ons too. You could be an awesome date, but not every guy is into the pawing and constant sexual innuendos. Get to know a guy, see where it goes. You deserve to be happy, stop playing the field and see what happens when you let the real Audrey show her side.”

      I leave Audrey standing and walk across the parking lot to find my family.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

      

    

    
      Elizabeth

      

      Shoot! Here comes the whole Morgan family. I’m not sure what just happened between Nate and Audrey, but he walked away and she stomped away looking stunned and pissed. And, now, I get to face Nicky’s family when I know Nathaniel thinks I’m the freaky one. Time to plaster on the fake smile. Here goes nothing; I have to remember why I’m doing this. It’s for Nicky.
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      Nicky

      

      “Nate, remember my friend, Miss Elizabeth? She’s the librarian at the center. She helps me pick out books to read. Miss Elizabeth, I know you met Nate, but here he is again. My mom wants him to marry you and give her babies! Can I read my book to you? I’ve been practicing; Nate helped me practice.”
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      Elizabeth

      

      What?!? Oh my goodness, this is AWKWARD! The book, yes, the book. Maybe we can ignore the marriage and babies comment! John and Cindy look embarrassed, but Nate has a smirk on his gorgeous face and a mischievous twinkle in his eyes like he’s trying not to laugh. What, is he enjoying the freak obviously being embarrassed? Ugh, what a jerk! How can Nicky be so sweet and innocent while his brother is so rude and aggravating?
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      Nate

      

      Oh Nick, I thought we weren’t going to mention the marriage and babies thing. The poor girl is mortified. But, I’ll be damned if she isn’t even more gorgeous with that pink flush on her cheeks. I meet her eyes planning to give her a wink, but all I see is sadness and hostility. What the hell? Is she mad at me; did I already screw this up like I told my dad I feared may have happened? Damn, my stomach feels all jumbled like it used to before a big game. I feel my cheeks warm and my breathing increases as I watch her. My jeans suddenly feel very tight in a certain location. God, this girl……no one, ever, has caused these feelings in me. And, just my luck, she seems to hate me because of my previous behavior. Thankfully, Nicky is reading his book to her. I walk away in hopes of adjusting myself and getting “Maverick” to calm down. Damn, I hope that my wariness of her over the past couple weeks hasn’t put her off of me. I hope she can understand that I just have to be protective. For Nicky.
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      Elizabeth

      

      Luckily, Nate’s sexy smile and breathtaking eyes sauntered away (albeit, rather awkwardly) while Nicky was reading to me. “Nicky! That was fabulous! I’ll help you pick a new one on Monday. Now, excuse me, I have to check on the party. You all have fun!” I bid farewell to the Morgans and head off to see how the party is going.

      As I was finishing checking on all the activities, my stomach growled so I headed to the food tent. Once I had loaded my plate, I found a seat. I was thoroughly enjoying my treats when I heard the most glorious deep voice and looked up into the clearest blue eyes I’ve ever seen.

      “Is this seat taken?” asked a smirking, eye-twinkling, hunk of a man.

      Seriously, when had I ever thought of a man in those terms? Something was seriously wrong with me.

      “Help yourself,” I replied, trying to sound as nonchalant as possible. But I failed miserably and my voice came out all high-pitched and breathless. Nate lowered himself across from me and immediately grabbed a chunk of caramel apple from my plate!

      “Hey, get your own food, Buster! These treats are MINE!”

      “Whoa, Girl, calm down.” Nate replied with a smile. “I’ll go get my own plate if you promise to be here when I get back.” Nate’s eyes looked at me with pleading and his eyebrows raised in a silent question. I gave a non-committal half-shrug. Who am I kidding? I’d come up with any reason to still be here when he comes back. I need to keep reminding myself that he called me a freak and not let him sweet talk and charm me. I won’t fall back into the old any boy who shows interest in me mindset of dating from high school. I got burned with that, I’ve got to be careful this time around, even as a grown up.
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      Nate

      

      Why does this pretty girl seem so hostile and not into me? During our earlier meetings she seemed a little hurt that I was so wary of her, but now she seems pissed and determined to be detached from me. I wouldn’t call myself a player per say. Yes, I’ve had a lot of sex, however, I don’t have to play on a girl’s emotions to get her; I’ve never had trouble getting a girl to at least smile once I flash a little grin at her. I know I was pretty standoffish to her the couple times we ran into each other, but I’m hoping I can fix this.

      Hmmm, Elizabeth, I wonder if she’d let me call her Libby? She seems like a Libby. Everyone else seems to call her Elizabeth or Beth, but she looks like a Libby to me. My Libby. A special name just for me to whisper in her ear. God, slow down, Morgan. She can barely look at you without a growl, I think nicknames may be getting a little ahead of yourself.

      I loved the fact that Libby…..Elizabeth…..had a plate loaded with food. It means she’s not the rabbit food, pick at a meal, pretend water is enough for a meal, type of girl. She eats real food and enjoys it. I head back to the table with my own plate loaded down, determined to figure out why she seems to not like me and scared to find out she’s not there. I smile when I see she’s still sitting there, enjoying her hot apple cider and pumpkin spice bread. I swear, I don’t know if I’ve ever seen a prettier girl before. I sort of feel like she has me under some magic spell. It’s slightly disconcerting; I don’t dislike it, but it’s a new feeling for me.

      Her hair is this gorgeous dark brown and so thick, I want to run my hands through it. My mind strays to a darker place where I have a vision of MY Libby on her hands and knees with me behind her, gently pulling on that hair while she moans….damn, again, Morgan, slow the train down. You spent the last couple weeks being a total prick toward her and she appears to be very uninterested in you right now. Reign in the fantasies. Great, now Maverick has jumped to attention again. Luckily, I can hide him under the table.

      “So, Miss Libby, you don’t seem to like me very much. Care to share your reasons?” I ask as I sit down. I love the look of shock and then slight softening in her bewitching grayish-green eyes when I call her Libby. My heart tells me I need to make it my mission to always surprise her and soften those wary eyes. My head tells me I need to choose my words carefully and tread softly.

      “Listen, Nate, people know I’m shy and awkward, but surprisingly, I don’t feel that way around Nicky, your parents, and you so it seems. So I’m just going to come out and say this straight up. One, my sister is hot for you. I don’t interfere with who she dates or has sex with and I won’t come between you two. Secondly, I’ve been in Audrey’s shadow her whole life. Never the popular one, never the pretty one, never the loose one. I’m the shy, freaky sister, the one Audrey had to coerce a boy into kissing and dating only to screw him herself for the year that he was dating and having sex with me. I’ve heard about how freaky I am all my life from her friends and boyfriends. I know I’m a freak. Third, I accidentally overheard you and your dad talking and I heard you say the words the pretty one and not the freaky one. SO, even though I think you are extremely attractive and you seem to be a good guy, I’m sure you can understand my reasons for not getting too close to you.”

      Libby stands and gathers her trash and walks away while I sit there with my mind racing and my mouth gaped open. What the hell? So many things are running through my mind…..she’s definitely not shy with me and I’m pretty sure I like it. I like that sass. I like that she spoke her mind and put me in my place. But, wait, she’s encouraging me to date her sister? She thinks she’s the not pretty one? Who gave her that idea? Who let her think that? Ten bucks says it was Audrey. Why would her father allow that? And, shit, I hurt her feelings even though it was a total misunderstanding. I grab my own trash about 10 seconds after Libby walked away and bolt out of the tent to follow her. I had to make this right.
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      Elizabeth

      

      LIBBY! He called me Libby. I’ve always loved that nickname, but never felt I could ask people to call me a certain nickname. When I mentioned I liked Libby as a derivative of Elizabeth, Audrey had snorted and said it reminded her of a Barbie doll and since I obviously didn’t look like a Barbie doll it would be a stupid nickname.

      But Nate called me Libby! Right before I boldly ran down a list of why I couldn’t like him. Not to mention I threw in there that my sister had to set up my first kiss and then spent the next year screwing my boyfriend and then I told him I thought he was extremely attractive. Awesome! Where’s my shyness when it comes to Nate? It obviously took a flying leap because I spoke to him very freely, not once worrying about what he might think of me.

      I was in the community center, walking into my office to collect myself, when a firm hand grabbed my elbow and shut my office door quietly. Nate faced me and lifted my chin with his finger so I could look into his eyes. His eyes were hard yet sad. “Libby, I am so very sorry about hurting your feelings and we will work through that total misunderstanding and asshole move on my part in just a bit. But, first, we need to talk about your other reasons. Number one, I had one disastrous night with Audrey and I see ZERO dates in our future. I’m sure your sister is a nice girl, but she’s not the girl for me. And, before you say anything, I told her that exact thing not even an hour ago.”

      Ah, so that’s why Audrey had stomped away looking totally peeved. She doesn’t do rejection well. Before I could say anything, Nate went to his next point.

      “And, two, I can’t believe you’d ever think of yourself as the not pretty sister. Sure, Audrey’s nice to look at, but she’s just too much and not real. You have genuine beauty from your hair to your lips to your body to those eyes of yours…..plus, you’re a beautiful person on the inside too. You’re real and honest. I have seen you interact with Nicky; if he likes you then you’re perfect in my book. I know I was rude to you in the beginning, I’ve just always been so used to protecting Nicky, and I automatically jumped to the wrong assumption that you might hurt him. Watching you with him while he read his book proved to me that you truly care about Nick, as well as your other students. I can’t believe I’m going to say this because it’s 100% NOT my usual conversation with a girl. But……you are seriously, without a doubt, the prettiest girl I’ve ever laid eyes on. And, I want to kiss that sweet pink mouth of yours right now. God, I want to so badly, but we need to straighten out a serious misunderstanding first because it’s killing me that I hurt your feelings. I’ve spent my life threatening people and punching people. Hurting them was always the goal if I found out they had hurt Nick. But, with you, I can’t stand the thought that I hurt you.” Nate paused, but kept looking in my eyes. “Will you let me fix this, Libby?”
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      Nate

      

      Please, please, please let her allow me to fix this. I hate that I opened my big fat mouth and hurt this gorgeous girl. I’ve never felt bad about physically hurting anyone, it was usually my goal. I’ve never worried about hurting my family because I’m always kind and honest with them. I’ve never worried about hurting friends or girls I dated because they all always knew the score before anything ever started. But, this innocent girl was hurt by my dickhead comment and I seriously worried that she would walk away and not let me fix this.

      Imagine my surprise and delight when the next words I heard coming from Libby’s beautiful mouth were, “How about you kiss me first so I can decide if there’s anything even worth fixing?” Libby has a look of total disbelief on her face, like she can’t even believe the words that are coming from her own mouth. It’s almost comical to watch the look of horror on her face as the words pour from her mouth as if she has no control of them. Her words and her sweet look of shock are enough to do me in. Damn, this girl.
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      Libby

      

      No, no, no…..I did NOT just seriously ASK a guy I barely know to kiss me! A guy who, until today, treated me with wariness and indifference. A guy who has slept with my sister. Oh. My. Gosh! No, no, no. What is wrong with me!?!? Please, tell me I fell asleep in my office and this is all just a dream. No, it’s a nightmare! That’s what it has to be!

      Nope, I for sure just heard a very real, very sexy growl rumble through Nate’s chest right before he inched toward me and put his hands on both sides of my face and crushed his mouth to mine. His lips are blazing hot yet they gentled immediately, almost like he realized this is something I’m not used to doing. He’s right, I’m definitely NOT used to a kiss that curls my toes! Austin Douglas was like kissing a toad compared to kissing Nathaniel Morgan. I NEVER had this type of reaction to kissing Austin.

      I’m pretty sure I moaned as I brought my arms up to his chest then moved them around behind his neck. Nate Morgan, the guy I just recently met, the guy who picks me over Audrey, the guy I just wantonly suggested should kiss me, is kissing ME! No, check that, Nate Morgan is now French kissing me. I feel his tongue gently probe at my lips then retreat. I may or may not have whimpered when his tongue left. But when he nipped at my bottom lip and I opened my mouth a bit in surprise, his tongue came back seeking entry. My insides melted like liquid metal as our tongues danced. Nate’s hand wrapped around the back of my neck and tilted my head to the side, allowing him to deepen the kiss. Just as my body felt like it was about to spontaneously combust, Nate slowed the kiss down, and then backed away with a few last little soft kisses against my lips. I am pretty sure I shuddered at the loss of his lips against mine. My heated body protested the cool air that took the place of his warmth as he stepped away from me. Nate looked at me with a dazed expression, smirked a little while shaking his head and ran his hand through his hair.

      Nate and I were both breathing as if we’d just sprinted around the track. I don’t know how he can fix this supposed misunderstanding, but I’m totally on Team Nate with hopes he can make me understand his hurtful words.
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      Nate

      

      Shit, I need to slow down. I knew within 2 seconds of having my mouth on Libby that she has had very little experience with kissing. But, damn, those moans and whimpers almost did me in. As my tongue, which seems to have a mind of its own, gently probes at her lips, her soft pink tongue gingerly comes forward like she’s testing the waters. The next thing I know, our tongues are involved in what I can only describe as a sensual dance and I’ve walked Libby up against the wall. Maverick, who is obviously conspiring with my tongue to scare this sweet girl off, stands up tall and proud as if he’s waiting for a personal introduction. I’ve had plenty of mind-numbing, meaningless, escapism sex. However, right at this moment, I want nothing more than to get Libby under me so I can worship her beautiful body and bury myself deep inside her; I know sex with Libby would be a very emotional experience.

      Whoa, which is exactly why I’m backing away and stopping this kiss. For now. Never….NEVER have I reacted that way to a kiss. We break apart, both breathing hard, both with heavy hooded eyes.

      Then my Libby says the sweetest words with those kiss-swollen lips, “Um, yeah, I think there’s something there worth fixing. So, Nathaniel Morgan, how are you going to heal my hurt feelings? Just what did I misunderstand?”

      Her gorgeous, mesmerizing eyes looked up at me with such hopeful expectation that I nearly felt my knees buckle.

      I’ve always believed people when they told me, “You’ll know when you meet the right girl, you’ll just know,” and I’ve always trusted my gut and my heart to let me know. Up until now, my gut and my heart have never even gotten more than just a little interested in any girl I’ve met. I never paid much attention to feelings for girls because I never had any intention of taking things past a purely physical level; and, even then, I didn’t even allow most of those physical connections to evolve past a couple hookups. However, the second I laid eyes on Libby, I knew it. My subconscious fought it, I tried to remain indifferent and detached, but I knew it. My gut knew it. My heart knew it. Maverick knew it, but he can’t be trusted. Libby is the one. My head and heart feel funny as scenes race through my mind….Libby and me against the counter reminiscent of my parents just this morning, Libby wearing a wedding dress, Libby with a belly swollen with our child, Libby and I growing old together. Holy shit, this is WAY more than I was looking for. Way more than I thought I wanted. Way more than I can probably handle. But, in this moment, my head and heart are in complete agreement. Libby is my future. Now I just have to fix this.
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      Libby

      

      First, Audrey was right. Tongue CAN be fun. Holy cow! I want so badly for Nathan to fix this misunderstanding so we can have more kissing. Actually, as damp as my underwear are right now, I obviously want more than just kissing, but since I’m not Audrey that’s definitely not happening. Seriously, all the times I had sex with Austin Douglas, or a more accurate description is that Austin Douglas had sex with me, I never got turned on for him. But, kissing a man I barely know has me turned on more than I’ve ever been. Speaking of barely knowing the man in question, how in the world have I gone my whole life barely dating or attracting attention from men, but now, after knowing Nate for only a couple weeks, I feel like I’ve known him forever and I want to spend time getting to know him even more? Is this the “love at first sight” thing you hear about? Is this what people mean when they say, “You’ll know when you meet the right one, you’ll just know.”? Because, as I look at Nate, all my reservations about dating fly out the window. I want hand holding and dates and flowers and dancing and cuddling on the couch and kissing, yes, lots of kissing, with Nate Morgan.

      Nate takes my hand and smiles at me. How can a simple gesture like hand holding seem so sweet and so right?

      “Libby, I wasn’t talking about you when I referred to the freaky one. I was referring to Audrey. You are the pretty one. Let’s go see my dad. He already ripped me a new one for being rude so I’m sure he’ll be happy to see me learning my lesson AGAIN about name calling. God, I feel like such an ass.”

      We walked to the food tent and found the rest of the Morgans eating. Nate motioned for his dad to come over. Before we left, I noticed two huge smiles on Cindy and Nick’s faces when they saw Nate holding my hand. I loved my hand in his, but it also felt unreal that I’d just shared a mind blowing kiss with a man I barely knew and now I’m holding his hand. My dating history is basically nonexistent, with the exception of the whole Austin Douglas screwing both my sister and me the whole time we dated situation, I’m shy and quiet and used to living in Audrey’s shadow with her insults and put downs to keep me company. That’s who Elizabeth Decker is. Isn’t it? The real Elizabeth Decker doesn’t go around kissing men who are practically strangers. The real Elizabeth Decker doesn’t fantasize about seriously dating a gorgeous man. Or, maybe this is the real Libby Decker and she’s just been waiting for Nate to bring her out?
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      Nate

      

      “Dad, I need you to be honest when you answer my question even though it will paint me in a bad light. I’ve hurt Libby’s feelings and I need to fix it. Earlier when we were talking about the Decker girls and I referred to the prettier one not the freaky one, can you tell Libby what I said to you please?”

      Dad looked hesitant and I knew he didn’t want to tell Libby what I’d said about Audrey, but he must have realized the importance of this when he looked at my pleading eyes. So, with a red face, he said, “Well, Elizabeth, he said you were gorgeous. He apologized for calling Audrey freaky, but explained she was just too, too much for him. Does that help clear up any confusion?”

      Thank you, Dad!

      “Yes, Mr. Morgan, that was very helpful. Thank you,” replied my sweet Libby. Whew! Crisis averted!

      “You called ME freaky!?!?”

      Uh-oh! I guess this is a great lesson in keeping your damn mouth shut unless you have something nice to say. Now I’ve gone and hurt Audrey’s feelings Damn, who knew she was within ear-shot? Time to man up.

      “Listen, Audrey, I’m sorry. There’s no excuse for my asshat move. I was name calling, and I was wrong. Just because you’re not my type doesn’t mean you’re freaky. Luckily, my dad didn’t play bystander and let me get away with my bully behavior. He called me on it, and I appreciate it. I’m sorry for calling you names.”

      I didn’t let go of Libby’s hand that whole time I apologized and Audrey’s eyes flashed with envy and anger right before she lashed out, “Well, you’ll learn soon enough which one of us is the freaky one. I love my sister, but she’s not enough woman for you or any man. Hell, under those plain clothes I bet she’s got even uglier granny panties. She’s not hot, and she never will be. She’s kissed and been with ONE guy her whole life, and I had to coerce him with sex with me just to get him to keep dating her! She laid there like a limp rag doll during sex. I had to keep her man happy with real sex! So, don’t count on her to keep up with your needs! You’ll find out soon enough that you need more than what Beth can give. When you’re ready for a real woman, you know where to find me. I can promise you hot and totally no-strings-attached sweaty sex any place, any time!”

      I seriously have never been so shocked or angry. My sweet Libby was mortified and we had drawn a crowd, including Captain Decker. I waited for his reaction. I waited for him to stand up for Libby, his daughter. But he just shook his head at Audrey’s rude, hurtful words. I could tell these were insults that had been hurled many times before.

      “Audrey, I won’t stand for you talking to or about Libby like that. You say you love her, but you just said some very hurtful words to her and I get the impression this is par for the course with the two of you. You bully to make yourself feel better, she lets it happen because you’ve convinced her she’s beneath you, all while family and friends stand idly by. All due respect, Captain Decker, but Libby deserves you stopping Audrey’s bullying and standing up for her. When you just shake your head or make excuses for Audrey, you’re confirming Audrey’s inaccurate insults in Libby’s mind. Audrey, I’m sure you can take care of the tear down and clean up here. I’m taking this gorgeous girl away from here for a little while. When you’re ready, an apology is in order, and I can help you find someone to talk to about your reasons for bullying your sister.”

      With that, I lead Libby to my Jeep with many wide eyes and open mouths in our wake. Even though I’ve never used my counseling degree in a professional aspect, it felt good to know I had the knowledge to pin down what was going on with Audrey and Libby. I had no clue what had happened in Audrey’s life that caused her to bully Libby. It could have been her mother dying. It could have been any number of things or a combination of many things. But, Libby and Audrey both need to work through this unhealthy relationship, and they both are going to need help healing from this. I want to walk beside Libby through the healing if she’ll let me. I can only hope that Audrey will see someone about this problem she’s having. If not, it could get ugly, and I worry about the repercussions for Libby.
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      Audrey

      

      This is complete and utter bullshit. I won’t stand by and watch Beth and Nate get all lovey dovey. I had him first, and she’s not going to move in on what was mine to start with. I can get anyone I want to have sex with me. I’ve had younger guys, older guys, married guys, guys who thought they were gay, girls who didn’t even know they were gay, and girls who weren’t gay but still wanted me.

      I will get Nate back in my bed, even if just for a night. Beth doesn’t get a happy ending; she doesn’t have power here. I’m in control, and I will decide how this goes. Nate will be fucking me before the month’s end, and I’ll be sure that Beth sees it with her own eyes. Again. After she sees him fucking me, there’s no way she’ll allow him close to her. She’s probably already freaking out about dating a guy she knows I slept with before he knew her; no way she’ll let things keep going with him if she knows he had sex with me after he met her.

      All I need is a couple pills from a guy I know and some drinks with Nate and Beth at my place. A quick favor from a friend with benefits will get a strategically timed phone call to Beth to get her out of the picture for a bit. Easy-peasy. It’s a win-win really. I get some hot-guy sex, Nate gets to have sex with me again and try to prove to me that he’s not lame in bed, Beth gets reminded that she’s not in charge, I am.

      I give my pill guy, Max, a call. I figure I’ll owe him a little something for payment, but it will be worth it. He gives me a few pills, I give him some mind-blowing fucking and money. I could never afford the pills if I was paying cash only, but with the added payment I give him, the pills are mine.

      Max is a pretty scuzzy guy to look at and he could creep you out if you think about it too much. He’s not one of those dirty but hot guys. Max is more just dirty. But when I’m on my knees I can’t see his face and I can concentrate on just feeling good. I imagine he’s Nate pounding into me from behind and I scream as I come. Max gets off seconds later and our transaction is complete. Max gives me some shit about maybe continuing this at my house some other time, but I tell him I’ll call him when he’s needed. I check with him on the dosage of these pills. He assures me that 1 ½ pills will be enough to screw Nate up, but keep the important parts functioning and the ½ pill will get Beth out of it just enough to be confused, but she’ll still know what’s going on when she sees Nate with me. Perfect. Now, I just need to play nice for a while and get them to my house.
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      Libby

      

      Things were all over the place after the Fall Party. By things I mean actions and feelings. In short, Nathan took me for a ride in his Jeep, and we ended up at the school playground. We sat in the swings, side-by-side, and I felt carefree yet totally confused. Calm yet anxious. Happy yet sad. But, as Nate reached out to hold my hand, my perplexed mind cleared and I took in just how right this felt. How right Nate felt.

      Nate told me that Audrey needed to realize she’s a bully and get, and that I need to also get help so I can stop believing the insults she’s always throwing at me. He said that I probably needed some time to let things in my head work themselves out, but that he wanted to take me on a real date very soon. He drove me home and walked me to my door. After a hug and a gentle sweet good night kiss, my knight in shining armor drove off, and I headed to bed feeling emotionally and physically exhausted.

      Monday, after work, found Nate at my door step asking if I wanted to have a picnic. Um, who wouldn’t want to have a picnic with Nate Morgan? We laid a blanket on the grass in the apartment complex’s common area. Nate had brought sandwiches, chips, apples, and waters. We spent an hour eating and talking. We talked about my work, Nicky’s enthusiasm for life, Nate’s coaching, pretty much anything and everything. Nate had practice that evening so he had to head out too quickly, but I enjoyed the short time we got to spend together.

      “Thanks for having a picnic with me, Libby. It’s the first one I’ve ever been on as an adult, and I’m glad it was with you. Have a good evening, sweet girl.” Nate drew me towards him and slowly lifted my chin with his finger. I saw a question in his eyes, he was checking with me to see if I was okay with this. I nodded my head imperceptibly and Nate’s eyes went from questioning to warm. His head lowered and within seconds his lips were on mine. His lips tasted slightly sweet from the apple he had eaten. The finger on my chin moved to cradle the side of my head and he angled me so that he was in complete control of the kiss. His mouth trailed over my jaw and towards my ear. My insides lit on fire as his lips found my neck. I shifted closer to him and he growled as he quickly pulled me against him and then abruptly stopped the kiss.

      “Damn, Libby, I wish I could stay, but I have practice. I need to stop this so that I can actually go to practice without embarrassing myself in front of the boys.” He motioned toward the obvious strain in the front of his pants and I had to laugh. He walked me to my door and gave me a quick kiss before jumping into his Jeep and taking off. I spent the rest of the evening with a giddy smile on my face.

      Wednesday I got a delivery at work. It was a bouquet of daisies. They were absolutely gorgeous, and I had tears in my eyes when I saw they were from Nate. Did he realize I’d never gotten flowers before? I never thought I’d get teary eyed over daisies, but they were just perfect and brightened my day so much. His little card was so sweet and I could tell he wrote it himself: “You’ve got me doing the craziest things, Libby-girl! Have you ever gotten flowers? I’ve NEVER sent flowers but….. yeah, so, I hope these made you smile!” I immediately sent Nate a text to say thanks and told him I had the biggest smile ever!

      Friday I got a sweet little email from Nate. How can a simple email cause so many emotions? “Hey, Libby-girl, I’m at the hobby shop helping my Uncle Dale, and I was thinking of you. This whole thing is so weird for me. I’ve never sent flowers, I don’t do picnics, I don’t do emails….but with you it’s all I think about. I know this whole thing between us is brand new, and I hope I don’t screw it up. I’ve got tournaments out of town all weekend, but I’ll text you. Maybe we can do something Monday evening?”

      I replied to Nate that I loved the flowers and picnic and email, but he didn’t HAVE to do those things, I like him without all of the extra. I told him that I did feel a little weird at how strongly I felt about him after such a short time because I’d never felt this way about anyone, and I don’t have a lot of experience in this department. “I’d love to do something Monday evening. Good luck in your tournaments! Maybe I can come watch you coach sometime.”

      I got cute little texts from Nate throughout the weekend and my cheeks were sore from smiling so much. He texted me between games and told me about how bad the locker room smelled. He texted while eating with the team and told me about how messy and loud the boys were. He texted me at bedtime and told me he really wished he could have a goodnight kiss, but instead he had 3 stinky, noisy, gross boys in his room planning to stay up past midnight. I questioned if he was ever like those boys and he had sent back a little smiley face and said, “Yeah, I guess they are the younger versions of me. At least I don’t stink now!” I had to laugh at the little emoticons he sent with his messages. I doubt he’d like me calling his messages adorable, but they were adorable and so very special since they were coming from Nate.

      Nate called me Monday and asked if I could grab dinner with him that night. I tried not to let him hear me smiling ear to ear when I said yes, but I’m guessing he could sense I was definitely excited. A date! With Nathan Morgan. Honestly, I’m having a little bit of a hard time getting over the fact that he’s had sex with Audrey, but I pushed that thought aside and asked him what I should dress for. Nate asked if I’m up for burgers, fries, and shakes and I readily agreed—YUM! Who wouldn’t be up for that?

      Monday, after work, I practically skipped home to get ready for my date. It was an unusually warm fall day so I decided to wear my discarded skirt/shirt/boots ensemble from the party at the center. Luckily, I had shaved my legs that morning; I jumped in the shower to wash quickly then spent the rest of the time redoing my hair and makeup. Nate had said he’d be out of basketball practice by 5:30. Why does thinking of him as Coach Morgan make me smile so big? Anyway, he said he’d run home to shower and change, and be over to my place by 6:15. It was 6:00 so I had some time to kill. I settled into the couch with a book to pass the time.

      When he knocked on my door thirteen minutes later, I was all giddy and literally bounced up and down before heading to the door. When I opened the door, Nate was standing there with a heart-stopping smile wearing a perfect pair of jeans and a fitted black t-shirt with some awesome tennis shoes. I don’t know much about guys’ shoes, but I got the feeling that Nate was a shoe guy. He looked me up and down and smiled when he said, “Dang, Libby, you look fabulous. Are you ready or do you want to hang out before dinner?”

      I decided, since he was here, he could get the 30 second tour of my apartment. I showed him around and Nate made appropriate comments and asked questions to show he was interested in what I said. By the time we reached the living room again, Nate had grabbed my hand.

      “Libby, I know things need to move slowly, and I’m more than okay with that. I’ve never been in this situation, so I’m no expert, but I want this to go right. So, you let me know if I’m moving too fast, but I was really hoping I could kiss you before we head to dinner.”

      Um, yes, please. Nate pulled me closer to him, and used his thumb to trace my lips then let his hand slip behind my head and lowered his lips to mine. The first 1.2 seconds of the kiss was sweet, but it quickly heated up and I felt myself warming from head to toe and specific points in between. Nate turned us and walked me three steps backwards so that I was leaned up against the door. He broke the kiss, “Libby, in the past, I would have skipped dinner and taken you to bed. That’s what I’m really wanting to do. But, the problem with that plan is that I probably wouldn’t have had anything to do with you after the fact, and I definitely don’t want that. I want to spend time with you. So, I’m going to kiss you once more, then we’re getting out of here so I can take you to dinner.”

      Nate lowered his mouth to mine again. By the time we broke apart this time, we were both breathing heavily and I was seriously thinking about choosing the skip dinner option. However, we calmed our beating hearts and walked hand-in-hand to his Jeep. Nate opened the door for me and gave me a sweet, chaste kiss before shutting the door.

      I loved riding in Nate’s Jeep. He was shocked when I told him I wanted him to leave the top off. The wind in my hair is one of my favorite things! The little drive-in that he took us to was awesome. I loved sitting in Nate’s Jeep eating burgers and fries and sipping my vanilla shake. We could have gone in to eat, but this just seemed more quaint and intimate. We talked about a vast variety of topics again. Favorite foods, books, movies, vacations, etc. Nate and I both liked Mexican and pizza, I mean, who doesn’t!? Nate wasn’t much of a reader, but he promised he’d read anything I suggested to him; he said he trusted my professional opinion. Nate was a big fan of comedy movies so we had another thing in common with that, although I liked romantic comedies a little more than he did.

      I had never really been on a real vacation; we moved a lot but never took vacations. I did remember once, before Mom died, that we went to a little theme park and Audrey and I got to ride the rides. If I remember correctly, Audrey threw a fit because she said I was getting to have more fun than she was. I think Dad bought us lunch at a place where Audrey chose to eat and we left soon after that. Nate looked at me sadly. “I promise, one day, you and I will go on a special vacation just the two of us to wherever YOU choose to go, Libby!” He seemed a little taken aback at himself for promising something like that, and I was surprised, too, honestly, but I liked the thought of us going on a trip together. Nate said he loved the trips that his parents had taken them on to Chicago and Florida. He said he’d always heard of Gatlinburg, TN being a fun place, but he’d never been. I told him that Gatlinburg seemed like a good choice for our future trip. Nate smiled and leaned over close to me. “You’ve got milkshake right here,” he said as he lowered his head to mine. His warm lips touched mine and his tongue darted out to lick vanilla off my lip. Mmmm, he tasted like chocolate and fries and smelled like, well, like Nate. Perfect.

      Nate and I both had to work the next day so we decided that dinner was all we had time for. We drove slowly back to my place, my hair flying around in the breeze since the top was still down. When we pulled up to my apartment, Nate held my hand as he walked me to the door. I wasn’t sure if I should invite him in or not. On one hand, I really wanted to. On the other hand, I knew I had work in the morning and I wasn’t exactly sure how far I was ready for things to go with him. Don’t get me wrong, I definitely like Nate and want to spend more time with him and I could see a physical relationship with him developing rather quickly. However, we’ve not been dating for long, if that’s even what you’d could call it, and I don’t want to jump right into bed with him. Well, I WANT to, but I’m not sure it’s a good decision. Also, I keep thinking of him with Audrey, and that sort of makes me shudder. It’s not like he had sex with her knowing he would later date me, so I don’t fault him. I just worry that there will be comparisons, and I won’t live up. Plus, it’s just sort of grossing me out to know he slept with her before me. Like I’m getting her sloppy seconds. Oh, but, after kisses with Nate, I’m so looking forward to sleeping with him. I feel like I got cheated with Austin, and I have a feeling Nate will make it up to me in ways I can’t even imagine.

      All of this ran through my mind in about 20 seconds before Nate and I reached my door. “Libby-girl, I want more than anything for you to invite me in…..you have no idea how badly I want that…..but I’m thinking we should stick to some kisses out here because if I go inside with you, I’m not going to want to stop at kisses. This is totally crazy to hear these words come out of my mouth, but I’m thinking we should keep it slow for now and not rush anything. I’ve never been a take it slow type guy, but that’s what feels right with us. For now. Are you okay with that?” Nate looked a little embarrassed after his little speech, and he ducked his head slightly and looked at me from questioning eyes.

      “Nate, a huge part of me wants to invite you in and let things happen as they may. But, the other part of me thinks that this would be too soon. I want more than a few dates with you. I worry a little that if things get physical between us now, you’ll run away. It’s sort of your M.O. from what you’ve told me. So, let’s stick to kisses out here for now. But, there’s no reason to skimp on those.”

      Nate smiled a dazzling smile at me and hugged me to his body. “Libby-girl, I don’t plan on running, okay? But, let’s take it slow anyway. I think sex after a couple times of seeing each other is quite a bit soon for what I’m hoping we become.”

      I looked up at Nate’s gorgeous face and watched as his eyes went from sparkling and dancing to dark and hot. His mouth came down on mine, tentatively at first, then with more intensity. My arms came up around his neck and he walked me back against the door before settling one leg between mine. I could very quickly get used to him pushing me up against walls and doors! His lips were hot and smooth, his tongue flicking out to dance across my lips. I opened my mouth slightly, just enough for his tongue to sweep inside and find mine. I felt a rumble in Nate’s chest as our tongues glided against each other. His hands settled on my waist and started to roam up under my shirt. His hands on the small of my back felt like fire to the touch. I broke the kiss to catch my breath and Nate took advantage of that to nuzzle under my chin and start kissing my neck. Little kisses and nibbles and his tongue on my earlobe were about more than I could handle. I knew I was getting wet and I felt the need to grind myself against his leg. When we both moaned, it was enough to break the spell. Nate backed up, looking sexy and winded. “Libby, I better go. I’m thinking a cold shower before bed is in store for me. Listen, I’ll text you before bed. Let’s make plans for this weekend, okay?” Nate retreated down the stairs and sat in the Jeep until he knew I was safe inside my door. I watched from the window as he waved and drove away. It was comforting to know that I wasn’t the only one wearing a goofy grin on my face.
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      NATE

      

      Me: Hey, Libby-girl! You all ready for bed?

      Libby: Yep! How about you? How was the cold shower? :)

      Me: It was cold! So, what are you wearing? :)

      Libby: Seriously? :) Ok, I’m wearing a pair of boxer shorts and a tank top. Totally not sexy!

      Me: Libby, you’d be sexy in a brown paper sack. I’m going to take that image to bed with me.

      Libby: The tank and shorts I hope, not the sack! Wait, if you get to take an image to bed, I should get to as well! What are you wearing?

      Me: Um, nothing. I usually don’t wear anything to bed unless Nicky is here for the night.

      Libby: Oh. Well. Wow. Ok, that’s quite the image I’m taking to bed! I want to sleep RIGHT NOW! Night, Nate! :)

      Me: Sleep, sweet Libby! I’ll talk to you tomorrow about weekend plans. Sweet dreams!

      

      My brain couldn’t get over the image of Libby in short little boxers and a tank top. I bet the tank top is tight in all the right places. I imagine she doesn’t have a bra on and I can see the outline of her nipples. Shit, I think I may need another shower.

      Luckily, I fell asleep without needing the shower. I definitely had some nice dreams about Libby throughout the night. I felt like a teenager waking up from a wet dream with morning wood that could have pounded nails. I decided a little one-on-one with Maverick was in order so that I could get the problem to go away and still take a nice warm shower. The warm water and slick soap along with my hand wasn’t nearly enough to completely satisfy Maverick, but it was all he was getting for the time being. I couldn’t believe it, but I didn’t want to have sex with Libby. No, wait, that’s not actually true. I wanted to have sex with Libby something fierce. However, I wanted to see where this thing with us could go and I worried that having sex with her now would mess things up. I felt a little nauseous and light headed when the word “relationship” came into my head, but I guess that’s what I was hoping to have with Libby. I had no clue how to have a relationship, but I planned on trying to do my best. Maybe I should talk to my dad or my uncle, they both have long term successful marriages. Yeah, I’ll talk to them both today. Maybe we can even all three catch lunch together. I think my dad has an early release day at school and Uncle Dale could usually take lunch whenever. I texted both men about meeting for lunch then I texted Libby about the weekend.

      Me: Good morning! Did you sleep well? I sure did! I had some awesome dreams about boxers and tank tops! :)

      Libby: Hmmmm, I’d say my dreams were awesome as well! :)

      Me: So, you want to go out this weekend? Make a whole day of it? I was thinking a morning run, shower and change, then I could pick you up and we could maybe try bowling? Then dinner and a movie? Whatcha think?

      Libby: That sounds awesome! How about 10am run? Track or park?

      Me: Let’s do park, I get bored on the track sometimes. I’ll meet you there at 10 then. Can’t wait to see you.

      Libby: I’m already looking forward to it! Bye! :)
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      Nate

      

      My dad and uncle are twins. So I guess Nicky and I being twins wasn’t a huge shock since those genes run in my family. John and Dale Morgan look almost as alike as Nick and I do. They’ve been best friends since they were born, just like Nicky and me. My parents have been married 30 years this coming summer. Uncle Dale and Aunt Jenny have been married almost as long. And, from what I can tell, the couples are very happy and very much still in love. So, I knew I was talking to the right men about this problem I was having. It was the actual talking about it, or even figuring out how to bring up the subject, that was causing me stress.

      We were sitting in the local diner eating lunch. Dad and Uncle Dale had opted for cheeseburgers and fries with vanilla shakes. I had decided to go with the BBQ pork sandwich and chips. I had scarfed my food down in about 20.4 seconds and just sat fiddling with the table cloth while Dad and Uncle Dale ate at a normal pace. I caught the men look at me strangely and then exchange glances with smirks on their faces.

      “So, Nathan, to what do we owe this little lunch invitation? It’s not that I don’t love a meal with my brother and nephew, but you’ve not really ever initiated the invites. And, boy, you look like you’re a little nervous. What’s going on?” Well, at least Uncle Dale brought it up. Now I just had to take the bait and run with it.

      I took a drink of my water, breathed deep, then blurted out, “How did you guys know that you were ready for a relationship?” Ok, there, it was out. Now these two wise men could impart all of their knowledge on me. I was ready for it, heck, I almost thought I should be taking notes.

      What I didn’t expect was for the two jack asses to start laughing. They both let my little question sink in, looked at each other, then started chuckling. The chuckling turned to straight up laughing when they caught each other’s eyes again.

      “Not cool, assholes. I’m serious here and you’re laughing at me? I came to you because I trust you and you’re laughing at me?”

      “Sorry, son, we don’t mean to laugh. It’s just darn funny to see you so ruffled. I’ve never seen you even slightly interested in a girl. Now, here you are, asking us about being ready for a relationship. I just never thought I’d see you so antsy and asking this question. Maybe we should pull your mom into this conversation?” Dad was still trying to get his chuckles under control.

      Yeah, yeah, laugh it up, Dad.

      “No way. Mom is already trying to marry me off and start a reproduction factory, I don’t need her knowing I’m asking about this yet. Don’t mention it to her, okay, Dad?”

      “Well, Nate, there’s one of the number one things about being in a relationship, you can’t have secrets. I won’t straight up tell your mom, but if she asks, I won’t hide this lunch conversation. I’m guessing Dale will do the same with Jenny.” Dad stated this with a look on his face that said I had to accept this condition, and if I didn’t accept then I shouldn’t continue. Uncle Dale nodded his head to agree with what Dad had said.

      “Okay, Dad, I can respect that. So, how did you guys know that you wanted to date Mom and Aunt Jenny exclusively? It’s no secret that I’ve never been interested in dating, so I’m having trouble with some of what I’m feeling here. Am I ready? Is it too soon? I’ve not known her for long, but I feel like I’ve known her forever, and I want to learn more about her.”

      “Nate, I can’t speak for your dad, but I know, for me, I found myself wanting to spend every spare moment with Jenny. When I had free time, I wanted to see her. I didn’t just want to be around her to kiss her, although that was really nice. I just wanted to be around her to talk to her and be with her. It’s not like I gave up everything I liked to do, I just wanted her to share those things with me. I thought about her all the time. And, for me, a big thing was the thought of going out with another girl or kissing another girl, totally turned me off.” Uncle Dale turned to my dad as if indicating it was his turn to dish on the topic.

      “Yeah, I’d agree with what Dale is saying. I’d be studying and Cindy’s face would creep into my mind. Or, during a class, I’d start to laugh when I’d think about something she said last time we talked. And, this may border on too much information for you, but, it wasn’t a lust type thing. I knew we wouldn’t be taking the relationship to the next level until things were much more serious. At the time, I was figuring wedding ring type serious. So, I knew I wasn’t just thinking about her because I wanted in her pants. I enjoyed the sweet kisses, but it was more than that. I would see something and think about what Cindy would think. I’d hear something funny and want to share it with Cindy. And, like Dale said, the thought of kissing anyone else or sharing funny stories or watching movies with any other girl sort of just turned my stomach. So, that’s when I knew that I wanted to be in a relationship with your mom.”

      “So, Nate, maybe your dad knows more about this than I do, but are you going to share with us who this potential relationship may be with?” Dale inquired with a bit of a grin.

      I shook my head at how much these men were enjoying me being a little uncomfortable.

      “Wait, wait, let me guess!” Dad exclaimed. “Is it a sweet little librarian? Long, thick, dark hair? Beautiful gray-green eyes? Shy little thing? Did you two work past that little misunderstanding you had?”

      “Yeah, Dad, thanks to you, we worked past that. Luckily. No thanks to me and my big mouth. I’m so grateful that you helped me out with that. So, I’ve sort of been seeing Libby or talking to her, whatever you want to call it, and I have to say that she’s totally thrown me for a curve. I’ve never lasted more than 1-2 dates with a girl, and that’s only if it took me that long to sleep with her. Sorry, Dad, I know this is definitely too much information for you! Maybe you COULD keep this part from Mom, just this once?”

      My dad didn’t commit to an answer, but I knew that he was very well aware of how Mom would feel if she heard this. Mom wasn’t stupid, she knew I was having sex. She had sat me down in high school and had “the talk” with me even though she knew Dad had talked to me in Jr. High. But, that didn’t mean that she was okay with her son sleeping with random girls and forming no emotional attachments.

      “But, even though I go home with a bad case of blue balls every time I’m around her, I know that Libby isn’t ready for sex, and I am honestly afraid that it would mess things up for us. So, instead, I find myself thinking of her smile constantly. Thinking about things we could go do, movies she might like, restaurants we should try. Heck, we’ve got a whole all-day date planned complete with a run, bowling, movie and dinner. And it was MY idea. I’ve never spent that long with a girl in a single day. But, being around her is all I want to do. Don’t get me wrong, the kissing is fabulous, but I just want to be around her whenever possible. So, it sounds like maybe a relationship is the right term for what I’m wanting. Wow, just saying that is absolutely terrifying. I never thought I’d want to spend this much thought and effort on one single girl.”

      Dad and Uncle Dale just sat back and smiled at me as I had my little epiphany.

      “Nate, just make sure that you talk to Libby about where you’re seeing this going. Make sure she’s on board the same as you. And, start this whole thing with honesty. Talk to each other, communicate, share. If not, you’ll find yourself in a heap of trouble more than once.”

      I nodded at Dale’s advice. So, now that I’d survived Dad and Uncle Dale, I just needed to find a way to bring this little nugget of information up to Libby and see how she responds. Now I’m not sure if I’m super excited about the date or super nervous. Maybe a little bit of both.
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      Libby

      

      It’s date day! Instead of having to get through a whole day before seeing Nate, I get to spend the entire day with him. I’m dressed in my running gear and headed to the park to meet him for our morning run. I wasn’t silly enough to fix my hair or makeup to run, but I may have made sure to wear my shorter running shorts and my skimpier tank top. It’s not like I want to lead Nate on, but I don’t think keeping him interested is a bad thing, right? Or, yuck, did I just pull an Audrey? Shouldn’t he be interested in me for ME rather than my short shorts and tight tank? Do I want a relationship based just on physical attraction? Wow, now I’m seriously overthinking this. It’s just a run.

      Speaking of being serious about a relationship with him, this is freaking me out. And, I know for a fact that Nate is probably totally freaked. I can’t imagine him being interested in a relationship. He’s a serial dater. No, not even a dater; he just has lots of sex with random girls. Oh, gosh, surely he’s not still randomly hooking up with girls while he’s seeing me, is he?! He doesn’t seem like the type to do that, but I know there’s no way he wants anything more serious. I don’t know that I can move on physically without more of a commitment between us. But, I don’t want to use the promise of something physical to push him into a commitment because that would be using sex like Audrey does. That’s not me. Ugh, now I’m totally overthinking things AGAIN. I just want to enjoy my time with Nate and see where things go. Yep, that’s all I want.

      I get to the park just as Nate is getting out of his Jeep. On the topic of the Jeep, I’m not sure there’s anything sexier than a hot guy and a Jeep and Nate does the hot guy in a Jeep thing perfectly. I keep my sunglasses on and watch as he climbs out. His long, muscular legs are encased in black basketball shorts. Of course, Nate, who I think has a shoe fetish, has on flashy green/orange/purple running shoes. I don’t know that I’ve ever seen the man wear the same shoes more than once. His dark grey t-shirt skims his chest and torso perfectly. Nate Morgan is one fine male specimen. The best thing about him though? He doesn’t really realize it, and he’s nice on the inside just like on the outside. Yes, he’s a whore. Yes, he uses threats and his fists more than he should. But, he’s also kind and considerate and funny. At least that’s the side of Nate that I get to see. I wonder if anyone else would believe me. Maybe his parents and Nicky.

      Nate must sense that I’m watching him. He turns and cocks his head sideways a bit and raises an eyebrow in question. I smile and shake my head to clear it from my little thought parade. Nate comes to my side. “Hey, beautiful, whatcha thinking about over here?” Nate asks with a little smirk, like he knows I was checking him out.

      “Oh, nothing really, I just saw a really hot guy and got a little sidetracked with how gorgeous he is both inside and out,” I replied with my own little smirk.

      Nate ducks his head a bit like he’s embarrassed, but then he grabs my hand and pulls me closer to him and says, “Really? Because I saw this really hot girl and I got sidetracked with how beautiful she is both inside and out.” Then Nate cupped my cheek and leaned in for a kiss. It was warm and all too short. “Good morning, Libby.”

      Nate and I do a few warm up stretches then decide on 3 miles for sure, 5 miles if we feel up to it. Usually I would have my ear buds in and music on, as would Nate, but we decide we’d rather talk. We start in on Trail 1, which is 1.5 miles, but it leads to Trail 2 which is 3.5 miles, so we’ll get our 3-5 miles easily. We each set our GPS and start a slow but steady run. We both agree that running and talking is a lot harder than just running and listening to music. Nate is so easy to talk to. We spend our time talking about anything and everything as is the usual case when we are together. We start talking about Nicky and why he is the way he is. I sense the pain and guilt that Nate holds onto. He doesn’t straight up say it, but I get the feeling that he has the “why Nicky, why not me?” guilty thoughts running through his head. He tells me stories about Nicky and him as kids. Playing with Nicky, letting Nicky make up games for them to play, Nicky wanting to be just like Nate, Nicky crying when kids were mean to him, Nate beating up a lot of kids for being mean to Nick. It’s very clear to me that Nate does everything to help Nicky, to protect Nicky, to keep Nicky happy; the fighting and the threats and the sticking around town instead of moving away, it’s all been for Nicky.

      By the time we get to mile 3, talk has turned to Audrey. It’s awkward talking to Nate about my sister when we both know he’s been physical with her. I mean, I try to keep in the front of my mind that he didn’t even know me when he was with Audrey and that none of Audrey’s relationships have ever meant anything and, from what Nate tells me, none of the girls he’s had sex with have meant anything to him either, but it still runs through my mind. Now is probably not the time to ask, but I need to hear more about them together so that I can hopefully move away from this weirdness.

      I tell Nate about growing up with Audrey, how she over shadowed me from the moment of her birth due to her neediness and vibrant personality. I share how much things changed for the worse when Mom died. I’d never really told anyone about Dad’s drinking and the friends he’d have over who made me feel so uncomfortable. Telling Nate about Dad’s depression and yelling and emotional shut down was sort of freeing in a way. I realized again how proud I was of my dad for getting sober and continuing with his continual recovery from the drinking. I talked to Nate about how Audrey would make fun of me in school. She would get her friends and mine, if I ever had any, to laugh at my clothes. I wore the same clothes that everyone else wore so I never understood how they could laugh at those. Or Audrey and the others would make fun of my hair or glasses. I shared how she would spread rumors about me so that no boy ever wanted to talk to me. Looking back on all of this, I see that Audrey was a total bully and that I accepted it because she was some of my only family and I didn’t know how to stop it. It wasn’t fun and it brought me down, but I figured there were worse things in life than a sister who was mean. Plus, Audrey always said she never really meant anything by it, so I let it go. Nate looked flabbergasted when I told him about Audrey setting me up with Austin and the whole mess with all of that. “Nate, I’ve never really told this stuff to anyone. Between Dad’s drinking and eventual recovery and Audrey’s treatment of me, it just feels good to talk to someone about it all. Thanks for listening.”

      “Libby, I will always listen to you. I don’t care if it’s about something good or bad or silly or serious, you can always talk to me. But, I wonder if maybe you should talk to someone in a more professional capacity. Audrey’s treatment of you wasn’t, and still isn’t, okay and it’s definitely hurt you. Just consider it, ok?” Nate looked so sweet and sincere, so I told him I’d keep it in mind.

      We reached our 5 miles easily since we’d been talking so much. Because it was fall, the breeze was still warm, but you could feel a bite in the air every so often. Nate dropped me off at home so I could shower and change. He told me he’d be back in an hour and a half to pick me up. We were planning on hitting a matinee movie so that gave me plenty of time to get ready and still be at the theater on time. We decided that popcorn would be our lunch then we’d get dinner later on.

      I was so excited to spend the rest of my day with Nate. A perfect run this morning and then a whole day with him was possibly as close to perfect as I’d ever experienced. I felt a little silly being so excited about a guy, but this was stuff I’d never done. I didn’t have all the teenage first love type stuff, so I decided I’d just go with it all and enjoy it. I jumped in the shower and made sure I got all the important parts washed and shaved before lathering up my hair and giving it a good conditioning too. I did my makeup quickly, not putting on much of anything except some mascara and lip gloss. Was it bad that I wasn’t too worried about my makeup? I never wore much and Nate never seemed to mind. I spent more time on my hair, just because it’s so thick so it automatically takes longer. I used the blow dryer for a while then decided I’d get dressed and come back to my hair if I had time. Since I knew the day was warm, but predicted to get cooler and the theater would be cold, I chose a pair of skinny jeans, brown boots, a burnt orange tank, and a longer orange/brown plaid flannel shirt. I picked a thicker brown belt to put around the shirt. I had about 30 minutes until Nate was supposed to show up, so I finished my hair so that it was only slightly damp. Letting it air dry the rest of the way would assure some pretty waves.

      I figured I’d sit and read for a little bit while I waited for Nate to come get me. A knock at my door surprised me. Nate didn’t strike me as a show up early/not text a warning type guy. I checked the peek hole and seriously had to swallow my groan. Audrey. Not really the person I wanted to see today. I didn’t want her to mess things up for me with Nate. I didn’t want to listen to her tell me how bad I looked or how Nate would never stick around. I definitely didn’t want to hear about her and Nate together. I wished I could pretend I wasn’t home, but I’m just not that type of person. I wouldn’t want to offend her or piss her off. It’s easier just to deal with her and move on.

      “Hey, Audrey, what’s up? Come in.” Audrey smiles, which seems a little fake, and comes on in. She’s dressed to the nines as usual. Heels, tight skirt, tighter shirt, hair styled much bigger than you’d think is possible. I can smell her perfume and hairspray as she walks past me. Who dresses like this for a normal day? Audrey does, obviously. She looks me up and down. “Are you going somewhere, Beth?”

      I tell her I have a date. She looks pissed for a moment, then gives me a smile that doesn’t even begin to reach her eyes, and says, “Oh, that’s nice. Who’s the poor shmuck?”

      Obviously, she’s baiting me, but I don’t think quickly enough and I just reply, “Nathaniel Morgan.”

      Audrey rolls her eyes. “Beth, sweetie, I’m going to try to say this in the nicest/sisterly love type of way. But, Nathan Morgan is way out of your league. You are dressed in a flannel shirt, you might as well wear a sign that says ‘frumpy’ on the front and ‘won’t ever get laid’ on the back. Nate is an animal in bed, I should know. He needs sex. I doubt you’re giving it to him yet. If you ever decide to try sex again, it will probably be as bad as it was with Austin. Not because Nate isn’t good, because the good Lord knows that man is G.O.O.D in bed, but there’s no way your ‘basically a virgin’ body can live up to what he’s used to. Hell, the boy wore ME out and I have as much experience as he does, if not more. I’m not sure why he’s hung around this long. Maybe he sees you as a challenge. Yeah, maybe he’s decided to string you along long enough to get in your pants, but, Beth, he’s not going to stick around. Nate needs hot sex, a variety of girls, no strings. I don’t want you to get hurt when he fucks you and leaves you. Oh, God, Beth, seriously, stop with the teary puppy-dog eyes. I’m just telling you the truth.”

      Deep breaths. Don’t let Audrey ruin this day. Don’t let Audrey ruin what Nate and I may or may not have. Don’t make her mad, just listen to what she’s spouting off about and let her go.

      “Audrey, thanks for your concern. I don’t know what’s going on with Nate and me. We’ve been on a few dates and we’ve been talking. He’s not pushing for sex. If I decide to take that step, it’s not like I’m a 16 year old, I’m a grown up, I can weigh the pros and cons of the decision. So, Nate will be here soon. What did you come by for?”

      “What? A sister can’t just come visiting? Gee, Beth, way to make me feel welcome.”

      Um, no Audrey, I don’t think you just came visiting, but I won’t cause problems, so I keep my mouth shut. “Sorry, Audrey, you just don’t come over often. It’s nice to see you. Do you want to sit down? Can I get you a drink?”

      “No, I can tell you don’t want me here, so I’ll leave you to your date. I really hope you’ve got time to change because that outfit is hideous. Listen, about what Nate said at the party, I want you to know that I don’t purposely try to be mean to you. You sort of just open yourself up to it. I try to be helpful in what I say to you. I’m not trying to bully you, I’m just trying to save you from strangers saying mean things to you. It’s easier if it comes from family. You’ve never been as brave or strong as me, so I just want to use my power to protect you. I hope you get that.”

      Audrey says all this as she heads to the door. She opens it to find Nate standing there. “Oh, hi Nate, don’t worry, I was just leaving. Hope you guys have fun tonight! I’ll call Beth and set something up soon. You guys should come visit me sometime. Bye-ee!”

      Nate watches Audrey leave and then turns to me. “Lib, you ok? What was that about? Audrey doesn’t seem like the visiting type.”

      Nate takes my hand and leads me to the couch. I’m trying really hard to keep it together, but I always feel emotional after a conversation with Audrey. Nate notices my tears and pulls me in for a hug. “Hey, now, don’t cry. Tell me what happened.”

      I tell Nate that I don’t want to miss the movie. He pulls out his phone and after a few clicks tells me there’s a movie that starts 45 minutes later than the one we were going to see, so that gives us an hour to talk before we head to the movie. “Now, don’t worry about the movie, talk to me Libby.” I settle into the crook of Nate’s arm and tell him all about what Audrey said.
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      I’ve been pissed at a lot of people over the years. Pissed at myself for not being able to protect Nicky. Pissed at the bullies who made fun of Nicky. Pissed at the adults who ignored it or let it happen. But I’m not sure I’ve ever been so pissed at someone as I am at Audrey right now. The shit she said to Libby is so over-the-top. She and I had unremarkable sex one time. I barely remember anything about it, except the overwhelmingly cloying scent of Audrey’s perfume, which still makes me sick to my stomach. There was nothing special about it. Why is she lying about it being great and rubbing Libby’s face in it? Can she really not stand to see her sister happy? Why would she care, it’s clear that she and I were not going to work out.

      I hug Libby then turn her so she can see me. “Libby, I need you to know, Audrey meant absolutely nothing to me. None of the women I’ve been with ever meant anything. I know this sounds bad, but I never looked at them beyond just a means to an end. I needed a physical release and they had what I needed. I never led them on, never promised them more. They knew where things stood from the very beginning. I’m not proud of my whoring around, but I need you to know this so you can understand that Audrey has no part of me. I don’t even remember the sex beyond that sick perfume she wears. IF you and I decide to take things further, it will be perfect between us. I’ve never felt about a girl the way I feel about you. Hell, I’m so into you that I’m willing to wait for sex. I’m having picnics and sending flowers and sappy emails. You are so much more, Libby. Can we please forget Audrey and start over so that we can spend a perfect day together?”

      Libby nods her head and I get up from the couch and walk out the door. I know she’s probably wondering what the heck I’m doing. I grin to myself as I picture her confused face. I close the door and then wait for 10 seconds and knock on the door. Libby opens the door with a huge smile on her face.

      “Hey, Libby-girl, you look freaking fantastic. You ready to head out?” I can tell she appreciates my attempt at salvaging what Audrey tried to ruin.

      “Hi, Nate. Yeah, I’m ready. Let’s go!” The smile she gives me makes me feel like I’m ten feet tall and bullet proof.

      We walk to my Jeep, and I open Libby’s door. I steal a quick kiss before shutting her door and heading around to my side. I planned on talking to Libby about making this thing we have be something more official. But now I worry that she will think I’m doing it to make her feel better after what Audrey said to her. I guess I’ll see how things play out after the movie.

      We arrive at the theater and get our tickets. I love that Libby wants a large buttery popcorn and large drink. I hate when girls try to convince you that they don’t eat. I can’t help but smile at Libby’s comment about the more butter the better. Luckily, the theater isn’t terribly crowded so we have pretty good choices on seats. I let Libby pick our seats and I’m thrilled that she’s picked off to the side away from all others. Nothing wrong with wanting to sit in a private corner with my girl. The previews show a few movies that I can tell Libby would like and I am mentally making plans for us to go watch them when they come out. The movie we are watching today is an action comedy and Libby is excited to see it. The lights dim and Libby and I settle in to enjoy our popcorn. I notice that she put her drink on the left-hand side of her and mine is on my right-hand side, perfect for holding hands in the middle. Good Lord, am I in high school? Getting nervous planning on how to hold a girl’s hand in the dark theater? Or should I put my arm around her? THIS is one reason I don’t date, this is too nerve wracking. We finish all the popcorn we can stomach, and I set the bucket down. Libby giggles a little at the amount of butter she needs to wipe off her hands. She rests her arm on the divider between us, like she wants me to hold her hand. Why am I questioning it? Just grab her hand, Morgan. Stop being such a pussy. I’ve made out with the girl, holding her hand shouldn’t be that big of a deal. I grab her hand a little more forcefully than I mean to and Libby jumps. I give her a sheepish smile and we settle in for the rest of the movie. I love that we came to watch a comedy because it means I get to hear Libby laugh. She has a fabulous laugh. Three-fourths of the way through the movie, I realize that our arm-rest comes up so I slide it up and pull Libby closer to my side. Seriously, could this be any more perfect? And, could I be any more of a total sap? A year ago, heck, 3 months ago, I would have laughed in anyone’s face who told me I’d be on a date with a girl I’d not had sex with.

      At the end of the movie, we gather up our trash and head down the stairs. Some assholes in front of us are talking loudly about the movie, “What about that scene with the retard!? That was hilarious!”

      I grab his arm and turn him around, “Hey, man, how about you watch your language?”

      The guy jerks his arm away and laughs, “Fuck off, man, I can say whatever I want to say! There’s nothing wrong with the word ‘retard’!”

      He starts to walk away, but I catch him before I stop to think what I’m doing. I push him against the wall and say, “Yeah, well, I find the word offensive and you need to shut the fuck up before I shut you up.”

      I feel Libby’s hand on my shoulder. I let the asshole walk away saying some shit about security. “God, Libby, I’m sorry, but I can’t stand that word! I hate jerks like that who are so offensive with their comments. What if someone with disabilities were around or their family members? It’s so rude!”

      Libby nods her understanding and we continue out of the theater. She’s quiet for a while and I fear I’ve scared her, but soon she grabs my hand and things return to normal.

      After all that popcorn, we decide that we’d rather go bowling first, then grab dinner after that. It’s so cute to watch Libby put on her bowling shoes, I can tell she’s not thrilled with them when she wrinkles up her adorable little nose. I think it’s mostly she doesn’t like the idea of someone else’s sweaty feet being in them before her. I choose my ball pretty quickly. I laugh at how Libby just HAS to have a lightweight AND pretty ball. She settles on a lighter purple sparkly one. Once we’ve chosen the right balls, we set up our lane. Luckily, it’s all electronic scoring because there’s no way I could remember how to correctly score this game. I let Libby go first and her sweet butt is just too perfect as she walks up to let the ball go sailing. She gets three pins and comes back toward me laughing about being a little rusty. She ends up getting all but two of the pins on her next turn and seems happy with that score. I roll a strike which has Libby smiling and clapping for me. We each take a couple more turns, laughing and joking with each other.

      Libby’s fifth turn is a strike and she’s so excited I can’t help but grab her up in a big hug, “Way to go, Libby-girl!”

      When it’s my turn, I feel a swift smack on my ass and turn to see Libby smiling sweetly, “Good luck, Mr. Morgan!”

      By the end of two games, one in which I let Libby win and one in which I totally whipped her, there had been a lot more hugs and ass smacking. We were taking off our shoes and laughing when another group arrived at our lane. It was a bunch of college aged girls and they were making fun of someone. I don’t know if the object of their scorn was in the building or just someone they all knew, but it set me off. Hearing girls make fun of someone for being “fat” or “ugly” or a “nerd” was just too much for me because of the way Audrey treats Libby and because of the way others have treated Nicky his whole life. I couldn’t just stand there and take it.

      “Hey, you’re being rude and my girl and I find your comments offensive, could you tone it down a bit?”

      The girls looked at me and then started laughing, “Whatever! You don’t even know who we’re talking about so it’s none of your concern. It’s a free world so we can say whatever we want!”

      I couldn’t let it go, so I lashed out, “You know, if there weren’t bitches like you in the world, it might be a nicer place for everyone!”

      The girls gasped and Libby grabbed my arm. “Come on, let’s go. They’ll never get it, don’t get in trouble trying to make them understand.”

      Libby was quiet on the way to dinner. I hated that I had lost my shit on people twice on our date today, but I just couldn’t let people get away with rude/hurtful comments. I took Libby’s hand and she smiled at me. I could tell she was thinking about something, but since she smiled at me and squeezed my hand, I figured it couldn’t be too bad. We decided on pizza. While we waited for the pizza to arrive, I reached across the table and grabbed Libby’s hands. “Libby-girl, I wanted to talk to you about something.”
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      Libby

      

      I have to say I was shocked and dismayed at the way Nate acted toward people today. I understand where he’s coming from, but he’s sort of being just as bad as those other people with his threats and name calling. I don’t know how to approach talking to him about this. But, right now, Nate has my hands in his and he’s saying he wants to talk. He looks really nervous and I hope it’s nothing bad. Surely he wouldn’t have brought me on this date if he didn’t want to see me anymore. Would he? Dating is so nerve-wracking!

      “Libby, I know we’ve only being seeing each other for a short while now, and I know neither of us is really experienced with this whole relationship thing, so I’m going to ask you something and you can take your time to answer, okay?” Nate clears his throat and starts and stops about three times before he finally gets his words out. Once the words start, they race out of his mouth like they’re on speed. “I love spending time with you. I think about you all the time. I want to share things with you. I want to know about your day. I want you to share things with me. I see something funny and want to tell you about it. I wake up thinking about you. I go to sleep thinking about you. I don’t want to screw this whole thing up because I really like spending time with you, but I was wondering what you’d think about taking this to the next level and calling this an official relationship. Like, you’d be my girlfriend? Don’t answer right now. Just think about it. Or you can answer now. Unless it’s no, then don’t answer. Wow, this relationship stuff sucks.”

      Nate is the cutest thing I’ve ever seen. He’s so nervous asking me to be his girlfriend. I decide to tease him just a bit. “So, I’d be your girlfriend? What would you be to me?”

      Nate grins. His blue eyes light up as he looks at me and he says, “Well, if you’d have me, I guess you’d call me your boyfriend.”

      I could put him out of his misery right now, but I am honestly still thinking about his lashing out today, so I smile and say, “I’ll have an answer by the time you kiss me goodnight.”

      The pizza arrives and Nate and I spend the rest of the meal chatting about everything from college to Nicky to favorite candy. I love Skittles and he’s a fan of Reese Cups. I love the way Nate’s eyes brighten when he talks about Nicky. The love between the brothers is evident and very strong. I am envious of that love. Will Audrey and I ever have that? I can recall a few times from our childhood, before Mom died, when we were close. I have a memory of us walking, hand-in-hand, from the school bus one afternoon. If that memory exists it means that Audrey hasn’t always hated me. I long to have my sister back, but has too much time passed? Are we too damaged?

      Once Nate gets me back to my place, I’ve sort of run some things through my head. “Nate, I have an answer for you, but it’s more than just a simple yes or no, so would you like to come in for a while to talk?”
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      Shit. I don’t like this. She has an answer, but wants to talk. Why do I feel like I’m getting ready to go back into the principal’s office and sit in that darn red chair again?

      “Sure, Libby, I’ve got time. Let’s go talk.”

      Libby smiles at me before getting out of the Jeep. Well, at least she’s still smiling. That’s a good sign, right? Or maybe that was a sympathetic smile because she’s going to shoot me down. I’m nervous as hell that I just asked a girl to be my girlfriend for the first time ever. And, now, there seems to be the distinct possibility that she’s going to say no. Shit, cocky ass that I am, I never thought far enough ahead to think how badly this would suck if she turns me down.

      We walk into her apartment and Libby gets us both some hot tea. I feel like a total sissy drinking hot tea, but it’s actually good and reminds me of when my mom used to fix it for Nicky and me when we were sick. Maybe I better get some tea to keep at my house. For when Libby comes over. If she comes over. And, yeah, I’ll admit, I’ll probably drink some when she’s not there too.

      “So, Nate, I noticed something today, and I want to talk to you about it. First, let me put you out of your worrying by letting you know that I definitely want to be your girlfriend.”

      My smile makes her smile, but then she hesitates and says, “But, I’m going to ask you some things tonight that may make you not want to be my boyfriend so, here goes.”

      Shit. What’s she going to ask me? What could make me not want to be her boyfriend? I’ve realized tonight that this is something I want more than anything I’ve ever wanted.

      “Ok, Nate, tonight I watched you lash out at two different people and I saw a side of you that I’ve never seen and, honestly, I wasn’t very fond of it. You jumped all over Audrey for bullying me. You fight Nicky’s attackers. But, Nate, sweetie, you’re just as bad as them. You’re a bully, too.”

      What? Bull shit. I am not. I protect Nicky and those like him. I don’t bully people. I don’t. Do I?

      “Nate, you called names and threatened violence. It may not be something you do to the same person over and over, but you’re bullying others to save those you love from being treated poorly and that’s not right. You are a bright, educated man. You can’t go around taking your anger out on stupid people. I want to be in a relationship with you, but I’m going to need you to do something for me, if you’re willing.”

      It’s hard to sit here and listen to this. I don’t like being called a bully when I’ve worked so hard to protect Nicky, and now Libby, from that same type of treatment. But, if I push my pride out of the way long enough, I can see there’s some truth to what Libby is saying. Am I willing to do what she asks? I don’t know. But, I know I’m willing to do whatever it takes to keep her by my side. So I tell her that and I get another kick to the gut when she smiles broadly at me.

      “Well, what I want you to do is see a counselor or therapist to talk about your anger issues over the years. Find a better way to deal with those who make fun of Nicky and others. Would you consider seeing someone, Nate?”

      I’m not sure about this, but her request isn’t too bad. So I nod in agreement and decide that I’ll call around tomorrow to see what I can figure out for getting some appointments set up. I guess if I’ve suggested that Libby see someone to help her with her Audrey issues, it’s only fair that she suggest I see someone to help me deal with my anger issues.

      Libby seems satisfied that I’ve agreed and she sort of relaxes into me on the couch. We sit there for a while longer, it just feels good to have her in my arms. “So, BOYFRIEND, do you want to watch a movie or something?”

      “Why, yes, GIRLFRIEND, that sounds like a lovely idea.”

      Libby giggles and sets up the movie. I think we both know that it doesn’t matter what she puts in the DVD player, we won’t be doing much watching.
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      Whew! Nate agreed to see someone to talk about his anger towards others. I’m not sure what I would have done had he said no. I wasn’t really prepared for that. Something in me just knew he’d agree and we could start this whole relationship thing. I hope it doesn’t seem like I blackmailed him into going to a counselor just so he could call me his girlfriend.

      I’m not even sure which movie I grab, I just stick something into the DVD player and hit play. I’m pretty sure, based on the eyes I can feel gazing at my ass, that Nate has no plans of watching the movie. Good, because I don’t plan on it either.

      I settle in on the couch next to Nate and he automatically slides his arm around my shoulders and pulls me closer. We both crack up laughing when the movie starts to play and we realize I’ve put in a workout video. Guess it’s a good thing we had no plans on watching it.

      “Well, Libby-girl, it seems like the movie idea is a bust, do you have any other ideas on what we could do? Or should we just call it a night?”

      “Well, Mr. Morgan, I’m pretty sure we could come up with a few ideas to keep us entertained for the next hour or so.”

      Nate smiles and then leans in to gently brush his lips across mine. He grabs me by the waist and maneuvers me across his lap so that my back is against the throw pillow. “Mmmmm, girlfriend of mine, I bet we can keep ourselves busy for a while at least.”

      Nate’s mouth comes back down on mine and we settle into a gentle rhythm with our lips and tongues. When my head drops back so I can catch my breath, Nate’s mouth travels down to my neck. Oh my gosh, who knew that being kissed on my neck would be such a turn on? Nate turns slightly so that we are both laying on our sides on my couch, front to front. He continues kissing me, but lets his hands run up and down my back. Instinctively, trying to ease the ache that has started between my legs, I push into him and I’m rewarded with a slight moan from him. I have never gotten that type of reaction from a guy so it gives me a heady sort of power. I rock into him again and he moans louder as I feel the evidence of how much he’s enjoying this too.

      “Libby, baby, we may need to call it a night. I love kissing you and holding you, but I’m feeling like I’m holding on by a thread here, so perhaps we better say good night.”

      I fake a little pout and shake my head no at him. Nate laughs and kisses me again. “Nate, I’m definitely not ready for everything yet, I’m not even sure I’m ready for what comes right before everything, but I think I can handle a little bit more than just kissing. That is, if you can?”

      Nate groans and smirks at me, “Libby, you’re killing me. I want to be the good guy here and I will definitely never pressure you into anything, but you do realize that I’ll be taking a very uncomfortable cold shower when I get home, right?”

      I grin at him and slide my hands under his shirt. Nate appears to like my hands on him, especially when my nails lightly trace up his back. He shivers at my touch. “Libby, can I touch you, too? Tell me no if you’re not comfortable with it. Please, don’t ever let me do something you aren’t okay with.”

      I nod my head and suck in a breath as Nate’s hands slide under my shirt, up my torso, and then down my back. His hands are so big and warm. Involuntarily, my chest presses against his and I feel my nipples harden at the contact. Nate must notice this too because his gaze drifts to my chest and he sort of closes his eyes like he’s trying to reel a part of himself back in. His eyes come up to mine as his hands drift up toward my breasts. I can see the question in his gaze, and I silently give him permission to touch me. His hands fill with my breasts and my nipples are now painfully hard. He seems to like the feel of me in his palms because he closes his eyes, almost reverently, and rubs his thumbs over my nipples while he kneads the flesh that fills his hands. His mouth comes back down on mine, and his tongue instantly seeks mine. The kiss moves fairly quickly from gentle to harder, more desperate. He nips at my lower lip, I run my tongue over his lip, all the while his hands continue their glorious work on my chest as I push my body against his, reveling in the feel of his hardness against me as I try to assuage the ache that has done nothing but intensify between my legs.

      By the time the video concluded 30 minutes later, it was safe to say that Nate and I were at least breathing like we’d had a good workout. Nate wrapped me in his arms at the door and kissed the top of my head. “Thank you for a perfect day, Libby. I’ll text you once I’m home and out of my ice cold shower.”

      He placed one last kiss on my lips then headed to his Jeep. I cleaned things up from our tea and straightened the couch. A quick shower and then I fell into bed. But, thinking about Nate, it was a long while before I fell asleep.
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      Audrey called a few days later to ask that Nate and I come over to her place. I was a little shocked, but I hoped that maybe this could be the beginning of the healing that Nate referred to after Audrey’s little outburst at the Fall Festival. I wanted a real relationship with my sister. I wanted to be friends with Audrey and not feel threatened by her all the time. Nate totally didn’t want to go to Audrey’s, especially after her little show at my apartment, but he knew it was important to me, so he agreed. He was a little suspicious that Audrey backed down so quickly and easily. I didn’t see it that way. I saw that Nate was the first person to tell Audrey she was wrong, and it was just what she needed to make her realize she was being mean to me.

      So, Nate and I headed to Audrey’s a few evenings later. The plan was drinks and visiting. Audrey said she just wanted to talk and try to fix things. Once we got there, Audrey went on and on about the fabulous new red wine she had picked up at the market. She gushed about how good it was and how much we would just LOVE it. She insisted that I try at least a glass, even though “I know you’re totally lame and don’t even drink much.” Um, Audrey? Calling me lame isn’t really making much of a change. Nate cleared his throat and said as much. “Sorry, Beth. I’m trying to be better, I just need time to change my habits.” Audrey seemed sincere.

      So, Audrey is right, I’m not much of a drinker, but I accepted the red wine that she offered in hopes of it calming my nerves. Things felt weird being here with Audrey and Nate. I tried not to think about it, but Nate had had sex with my sister. Albeit, it was before he knew me and it was only once and he said it meant nothing. I knew it meant nothing to Audrey, sex for Audrey was always meaningless. But it still creeped me out a little. I knew that I may one day contemplate having sex with Nate. Would he compare everything I did to Audrey? Would he picture Audrey when he was with me? Would I ever be able to get the picture of them together out of my head? I had promised myself that I wouldn’t let his past dictate our future but I had moments, like this one, where I wasn’t so sure I could keep that promise.

      I sipped the wine and tried to pay attention to the conversation, but I was feeling sort of out of it. Nate seemed to be trying hard to be civil to Audrey, but I could tell he wasn’t thrilled with being here. I appreciated his efforts since I knew he was doing it in hopes of Audrey and me mending fences, but I also liked how protective he was of me. Audrey was talking to Nate about some of their mutual friends; who was married, who had kids, who divorced already, etc. I felt a little left out to tell the truth, but I knew that Nate was doing this for me; we’d be gone in a heartbeat if I said the word. While I was half paying attention to the conversation, I remembered a voicemail I had gotten earlier so I excused myself to go out to the Jeep and get my phone. I was feeling really lightheaded and nauseous when I headed back into Audrey’s apartment so I bypassed the living room and made a beeline for the restroom. I sat on the cool tile floor listening to the voicemail on my phone. Man, the wine was really going straight to my head, I should have eaten something before accepting the drink.

      Unfortunately, I was going to need to head to the center right away. An order I had placed was supposed to arrive tomorrow, but it appeared that parts of the order were missing. I needed to get the original order off my computer at the center so I could contact the supplier tonight about the items that were missing. This was super annoying and I’d never had this problem with this supplier, but I needed those items so I had no choice but to go get the order information and call them back. I was still feeling a little lightheaded so I knew I couldn’t drive. I hoped that Nate could take me, but when I walked into the living room and explained the situation, I knew that he was going nowhere. I took one look at his glassy eyes and shot a look at Audrey. She giggled and shrugged her shoulders, “He’s downed like three glasses, Beth! Either you’re sleeping with him already and it’s driving him to drink because you’re still so bad at it, or you’re holding out on him and he has to drink to forget that he’s not getting any! Don’t worry, he’ll be here when you get back. No hurry, we’ll just reminisce.” Audrey gave me a condescending smile. So much for mending fences.

      Nate slurred, “Audrey, be nice, Libby isn’t that type of girl. When she finally lets me in her pants, it will be totally worth it, isn’t that right, Libby girl? And I don’t think I’ve had three glasses, have I? I only remember this one glass.”

      Oh my, Nate was seriously drunk, he never talked like that. I rolled my eyes at Drunk Nate, gave Audrey an exasperated look, kissed Nate on the cheek, and took off walking toward the center. I would be able to be there and back within 30 minutes. My head felt like a balloon and it was all cloudy. Like I knew what was going on, but things were fuzzy or in slow motion. Ugh, no wonder I don’t usually drink.
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      Oh, my God, something was wrong with me. I had one glass of wine, but I felt like I had drunk the whole bottle. I could barely lift my head, let alone my arms or legs. I felt like I could puke but there’s no way I could get to the bathroom. What in the hell was wrong with me? I know I don’t drink much, but one glass of wine shouldn’t have done this to me. It’s almost like I was on drugs, or what I’d seen others act like when they were on drugs. Wait, drugs? I didn’t see Audrey pour this glass of wine. Could she have drugged me? Audrey? She’s mean, but would she have done this? Would she have tried to hurt me or Libby? God, I don’t know, I can’t even think straight enough to answer that. My brain is so foggy and my thoughts are coming in bits and pieces. Where is Libby?

      My eyes close as Audrey is talking about people we both know. I’m trying to think about what Libby said before she left. Wait, where was she going? Oh, right, to the center. She said she’d walk because she felt lightheaded and she’d be back in about 30 minutes. It must have been important for her to leave like that. With my eyes closed, I picture my Libby as I try to drown out Audrey. Her voice sounds like it’s at the bottom of a barrel and I’m listening to her through ear muffs or water or something. God, my Libby is so gorgeous. In my dream I reach for her and pull her on top of me. My hands roam her body, reveling in her curves. Libby leans down to kiss me. The Libby in my dreams didn’t kiss as good as the real life version. Dream Libby reached between my legs and started stroking me. This is obviously a dream, albeit a good one, because Libby wouldn’t touch me like that just yet, would she? Shit, something it majorly wrong, Libby would never do this. It’s like I’m dreaming, but I can totally feel Libby unzip my pants and pull me out. This isn’t right. My body feels like it’s right, but my head feels confused. I can’t open my eyes, but I know this is wrong. Libby wouldn’t do this, even though the fantasy has crossed my mind a few times. The hot mouth on my length brings my head up for a second. I force my eyes open for a brief moment and see a flash of blond hair before my head and eye lids fall back down. No, no, no, this isn’t Libby. This isn’t a dream. I can’t move my body, it’s like I’m paralyzed. Unfortunately, one part of my body doesn’t seem to be affected. I groan and try to push Audrey off me.

      “Shhhh, Nate, it’s ok. I know Beth won’t do this for you. Or, she’d be really bad at it if she did. So, let me take care of you. Beth never has to know, just let me do this for you.” Audrey continues sucking on me then backs up and removes her clothes. I can see it all through the tiny slits in my eyes before they force themselves to close again. I feel my legs being maneuvered off of the couch so that they are straight out in front of me on the floor and my pants are pulled down to my ankles along with my boxer briefs. My mind is screaming at Audrey to stop, but I can’t make my mouth form the words. I can only groan and make muffled noises. I keep trying to lift my arms to push her away, but they felt like they were incased in cement. I heard the crinkle of a condom wrapper and I felt Audrey’s hands roll it down my length. This is not happening. Please God, don’t let this happen. I tried to make my body stop reacting to her touch, but it betrayed me. I couldn’t see, but I felt Audrey’s warmth slide down over me. Even if I had wanted to pump into her body, which I didn’t want, I couldn’t have if I’d tried. I couldn’t move anything. Audrey did all the moving. She bounced her body up and down on me, taking me all the way in. I felt her lift my arms and hold my hands on her breasts. I had no clue how much time had passed, but I had a sick feeling that Audrey knew exactly when Libby would be back. I noticed she slowed down her movements and glanced out the window. I heard her say, as if she was far, far away from me in a tunnel, “Uh-oh, Nate, I think Beth is on her way back. Such a shame she has to see another boyfriend fucking her sister. Oh well, better she learns about it now than later. I knew you always wanted more than one time with me. Now, let’s make this good. I plan on you coming about the time she walks in the door. And I always get what I want. No one should ever forget that.”

      Oh my God, no, please don’t let Libby see this. Please. I’ve got to get Audrey off me. This will break Libby’s heart and I don’t know if I can explain this one away. This is much more than a simple misunderstanding. I mean, yes, I’m pretty sure Audrey drugged me because I can barely open my eyes, I can’t move, my head feels like it’s full of cotton, I most definitely would NEVER have voluntarily had sex with Audrey again and I would cut off a body part before I’d hurt Libby again. But, if Libby sees this, there’s no way I could ever expect her to listen to an explanation and actually believe it.

      I feel Audrey start moving again and I hear her saying, “Oh God, Nate! It’s even better than last time! Oh, baby, you’re so hard! It’s so good. Yeah, give it to me, Nate! Harder, Nate, harder! Faster! Fuck me, Nate! Oh, Nate, I’m going to come! Ahhhhh!”

      I hear a sound, like a door very far in the distance opening just as my traitorous body convulses inside her as I come with a groan. It’s not a groan of pleasure, it’s a sound made from disgust and fear. I hear a sob that sounds like it’s coming through a pillow it’s so far away. My head lolls to the side and I force my eyes open only to see Libby standing in the doorway, tears streaming down her face.

      Audrey turns to her and says, “Damn, Beth, again? You’ve got to stop walking in on your men fucking me”.

      Libby turns and leaves without so much as a word. Audrey slides off of me and I pass out cold into a fucked up nightmare. I have no idea how long I sleep, but the entire time is filled with flashes of what happened and my mind is torturing me with detailed freeze frames of Libby’s tear stained face over and over and over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            38

          

        

      

    

    
      Libby

      

      I all but ran home, still feeling the effects of the wine, and barely made it to my bathroom before I vomited all of it back up. I spent the night vomiting and having vivid nightmares which kept flashing images of Audrey and Nate on her couch. Finally, at dawn, with nothing else to bring up, I crashed into bed. I woke a few hours later with a splitting headache and a broken heart.

      I made myself some tea and ate some crackers hoping that everything would stay down. When it did, I took some pain meds for my head. I couldn’t figure out why my whole body felt sore, like I’d been beaten up. I sat at my kitchen table, and although I didn’t want to, I replayed the night before in my head over and over and over. I recalled Nate not even wanting to go to Audrey’s, but doing it for me. I recalled needing to go the center to get something off my computer. I remembered feeling lightheaded and sick. Then, and this is the part I had to force myself to pay attention to because all I wanted to do was forget it, I remembered walking up to Audrey’s door and hearing the most God-awful words I’ve ever heard in my life….“Oh God, Nate! It’s even better than last time! Oh, baby, you’re so hard! It’s so good. Yeah, give it to me, Nate! Harder, Nate, harder! Faster! Fuck me, Nate! Oh, Nate, I’m going to come! Ahhhhh!”

      I recalled my heart seizing in my chest and my breathing stopping as I opened the door to find Nate on the couch, legs out straight in front of him on the floor, with Audrey straddling him. Audrey held his hands on her breasts. She rode him hard as I watched and then I watched him shudder as he came inside her. Oh, my God. This is the second time that I’ve walked in as the guy I’m dating comes in my sister. What is wrong with me? Ugh, before I can even attempt to process all of this, I need to call into work and let them know I won’t be in. I either have the mother of all hangovers from one glass of wine or I must be coming down with something.
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      Nate

      

      Oh, my God, am I dead? Where am I? Is this hell? My head feels like it’s been bashed with several baseball bats. WHAT THE FUCK IS THAT POUNDING SOUND? My stomach is rolling, and I know there’s no way I’ll survive this if I’m not already dead. I crawl from my bed, with a brief thought about not even remembering HOW I got home or into bed. I drag myself to the bathroom as quickly as I can. My whole body hurts. What the hell happened to me?

      I make it the toilet just in time to bring up the remnants of my stomach. There’s not much there, when was the last time I ate? Wait, God if my head would stop pounding for a second I could maybe think straight. It’s not just the pounding in my head, it’s a pounding in my ears almost like it’s vibrating my apartment. I can’t even string a coherent thought. I hear my name being called. Who is calling me? I must be hallucinating.

      “Nate!” I jerk my head up from the toilet long enough to see my dad standing at the doorway.

      “Ahhhh, Dad, I’m not feeling all that great right now. Maybe you could come back later?”

      “Nate, damn it, your mom and I have been calling you and texting you for a whole 24 hours. At first we thought you were still with Elizabeth, but after a while we got worried. I was over here earlier and couldn’t get you to even come to the door. I had to go home and find the spare key and come back. Christ, Nate, your mom has herself convinced that you’re dead or you’ve run off to elope. Now I get to go home and tell her that she’s been worried sick over nothing more serious than a bad hangover? This isn’t like you, Nate. You get yourself straightened up and then come to the house to talk to your mother. She deserves to see you and you deserve your ass handed to you!”

      Dad left and I fell asleep on the bathroom floor. I don’t know how long I slept, but I was able to get a few partially lucent thoughts to stick together in my head even though it was still pounding. I dragged myself to my bed and checked my phone. Fifty-six calls from my parents and 23 texts. I know my brain is rattled right now, I know I feel like a drug addict who is waking from a bad hit, but what I don’t know is why my parents have been desperately trying to reach me and there’s not a single call or text from Libby. A feeling of dread settles in my stomach, but I push it away. If I’m just sick, maybe Libby got the same thing, and she’s in bed sick like me. That would make total sense why she’s not called or texted. I bet she’s wondering why I haven’t called or texted her. I better contact her before I do anything else. I try calling, but it goes straight to voicemail. I text quickly:

      

      ME: Hey Libby-girl. Sorry I’ve not contacted you. I’m guessing you’re as sick as me. My parents said they’d been trying to get hold of me for over 24 hours, so I guess I was really out of it. I’m awake now, and I feel terrible, but I’m at least among the living again. If you’re feeling up to it, why don’t you come over in a while. We can hang out until our date this evening. I have to go talk to my mom because she’s been scared I died or eloped to Vegas with you. Text back so I know you’re ok.

      

      I waited a bit for a response from Libby, but nothing comes. That’s not like her, so I start to worry that maybe she’s sicker than I was. I text her again:

      

      ME: Hey baby, if you’re still sick, just hit a quick reply and then I’ll let you rest. I’m just worried about you.

      

      I doze a bit on my bed, trying to put together the last 24+ hours. I don’t remember much from the day before yesterday. I went to Audrey’s with Libby, it sucked, but I did it for Libby. Libby had to leave to go to the center. I only had one glass of wine, but I got wasted really quickly. Oh God, here comes more; luckily, I make it to the bathroom in time. After I’ve heaved all I have left into the toilet, I crawl back to bed. I try to clear my mind so that the jagged edges of my thoughts will start to fit together in some semblance of order. Slowly, I start to piece the hellish mystery together. I let the bits and pieces of last night, no, the night before last come creeping back into my mind. As the nightmare plays out, tears come to my eyes. What the hell happened? How did I end up having sex with Audrey? There’s NO WAY I would have done that at all, especially knowing it would hurt Libby. Wait, I remember thinking that I felt drugged and wondering if there was any way I could get Libby to hear me out. Could I have really been drugged? Would Audrey really stoop that low? FUCK. My sweet Libby walked in on another guy she was dating fucking her sister. She’s got to be devastated. Damn it. Damn you, Audrey. I needed to talk to Libby, but would she even let me near her? I doubt it. No wonder she hasn’t contacted me or replied to my texts! Hell, she shouldn’t let me near her! I hate myself for doing this to her. I know that, if I WAS drugged, it’s not completely my fault, but I still had my dick in her sister, again, and that’s got to be killing her. I need Libby to forgive me, but I also need to seriously think about this relationship (or lack thereof now, thanks to Audrey) because I’m not sure I can date Libby since her sister is a fucking nutcase. Who am I kidding? Dating Libby isn’t even going to be a choice anymore. But, I have to get her to forgive me and understand.

      After a shower, I sat on the couch replaying the facts that I knew were true and I kept coming back to my first theory which involved Audrey drugging me. Did she drug Libby too? Is that why Libby was so lightheaded and couldn’t drive my Jeep to the center? Even though I don’t want to think about it, the word rape is flitting through my mind like a cracked-out little butterfly. I’m a grown man. I’m fit and healthy but, if Audrey did what I think she did, I was basically raped. A woman had sex with me and I had no control over my body. I felt a new rush of nausea overtake me and I suddenly had a brand new understanding of the shame and dirtiness a rape victim experiences. I hated that I had no control over what happened. I felt ashamed that my body had reacted to Audrey that way. I didn’t want her, I didn’t want sex, yet my body responded as if I did. I guess it’s a darn good thing that I’d already set up those sessions with my new therapist because it appears that I’m going to need him for more than just anger issues.

      A knock on my door brings me out of my contemplations. I open the door and almost fall over in relief when I see Libby on my door step. She looks like death warmed over and I can tell by the look on her face when she sees me that I don’t look any better. My heart and stomach both lurch and drop at the broken hearted look I see on Libby’s face. Aside from being drugged and date raped by Audrey, I’m not sure there’s a more devastating nightmare than knowing I hurt Libby and predicting that this is her goodbye to me.

      “Nate, I’m not going to come in, I think I have the flu. I know we were supposed to go out tonight, but based on the fact that I’m sick and you were fucking my sister the last time I saw you, I don’t think another date is a good idea. In fact, as much as I had hoped this thing between us was going somewhere, I think it’s best if we stop seeing each other completely. I was having a hard time thinking about you having sex with my sister before you knew me; I can’t get over you fucking my sister while you were dating me. Good-bye, Nate.” Libby turned on her heal, with angry tears in her eyes, and started to leave.

      Okay, she was pissed. I could work with pissed.

      “Libby, wait. You don’t have to come in, but I don’t think you have the flu. Can you hear me out, please? If you’re cold out here, you can come in, wrap up in a blanket, get some tea, and just listen. If, in the end, you don’t believe me, you can leave and we can be over. Please, Libby.”

      I saw the wavering look in her eyes. She was mad and she was hurt, but she still wanted this to work, I could tell that she didn’t completely believe that I would have betrayed her that way.

      “Fine, I’m freezing and tea sounds good. But, Nate, the image of you fucking my sister is burned in my mind so there’s not much chance of you convincing me of anything.”

      Libby walked through the door and bundled up on the couch with a blanket. I went and got her some hot tea. Five minutes later we were seated in my living room, much farther apart than I would have liked, but I took what I could get.

      “Libby, first, I need you to know that I don’t recall 100% of the night, but I do know that I hurt you, albeit it without meaning to, and I want to apologize. Second, I don’t want to be rude, but I can’t stand your sister. I’m not sure hate is even a strong enough word. Seriously, there have been times when I’ve questioned dating you because of Audrey. She’s a mess and I truly don’t know if I can be around her. That said, I may have screwed this up so badly that it’s not an issue, but I need you to know that there’s no way on God’s green Earth I would have had sex with Audrey again. The first time was bad enough, I would never have done that again even if you weren’t in the picture. But, Libby, you ARE in the picture. You’re in the picture I have for my future. I would have NEVER had sex with her, on her couch, in her house, knowing you’d be coming back any second. You know your sister, you know me, if you think about this enough, you’re going to know that Audrey had something to do with this and that you and I were just innocent victims in her twisted mind games. So, all that being said, my theory is that Audrey slipped something in our drinks. I can barely remember details from that night, but I remember being freaked out that I couldn’t move. I could hardly keep my eyes open, I couldn’t speak clearly. One of the last thoughts in my mind was I felt like I was drugged. I only drank one glass of wine. I think Audrey had put something in both our drinks, mine obviously had more. Heck, she may have had something to do with the phone call you got. I was completely out of it until my dad pounded on my door like a madman this morning. I had missed 56 calls and 23 texts from my parents. I don’t even know how I got home that night.”

      I stopped talking because I could see Libby shutting down. She was shaking her head and I knew she didn’t believe me. I wasn’t done, but I knew she was going to need some time and would need to come to her own conclusions.

      “Libby, I know you’re going to need some time. I’m not going anywhere. In fact, I will probably curl up in my room for a while and contemplate what basically constitutes me being raped by a girl I can’t stand in front of a girl I could possibly love. Think about that night. Think about Audrey and how she’s treated you your whole life. Think of how messed up she is and how she wants to control every situation. If you come to the conclusion that you and I were puppets in her fucked up little power game, please come talk to me. I don’t know that we can salvage this whole thing. Audrey will always be your sister. You will always have the knowledge and image of her and me together. We’ve both been hurt by her. Can we move on? I don’t know, but I want us to at least move past this part because this part sucks.”

      Libby stood, folded the blanket, and started to cry.

      “I don’t want this to be the end, Nate. You are an amazing guy and I want to move past my crazy sister fucking up my life. But, she’s my sister, Nate. She’s mean and she’s a bitch and she’s a bully, but I don’t think she would actually drug me or anyone else. First, where would Audrey get drugs? Second, she said you drank like three glasses of wine. Third, she’s never physically hurt me, she’d have to know that drugging someone is dangerous. Audrey is mean, but she’d never do something like this. Never. You’re right, this part sucks. Hopefully we can move past this and at least be friends. I can’t imagine not having you in my life, and I’d hate to stop seeing Nicky.”

      A look of dismay shadowed Libby’s face. “Oh, God, he’s going to be so upset. Nate, let’s take a few days and talk about it later, okay?”

      Libby walked to me and wrapped her arms around my waist and buried her face in my chest. I felt it then, in that moment, with her arms around me and her face breathing me in, this wasn’t over. However, we had a long road to get over the hurt and betrayal. The first step was for Libby to accept the betrayal of her sister. I knew she was strong enough to do this, my doubts came with knowing Libby would have to accept the type of person her sister was.

      Now, my first step, at least for today, is to go apologize to my parents for scaring them. Just how much should I share with them? I don’t want them to think I did that to them over a simple hangover, but I also don’t know if it’s right to involve them in something as crazy as what is happening.
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      Libby

      

      I walked out of Nate’s place with a heavy heart and a racing mind. I know I gave him good solid reasons, but I was already questioning every single one of them. Audrey knew some highly questionable people, I’m sure she could get drugs in a heartbeat. Nate wasn’t much of a drinker so three glasses of wine in that time span would have been totally unlike him. On the other hand, Nate’s a bigger guy, three glasses of wine shouldn’t have messed him up that badly. Third, Audrey hasn’t ever physically hurt me, but she’s controlled my life and hurt me emotionally all my life, well, at least since Mom died. Audrey was very irritated with Nate and me being together. She was irate that Nate put her in her place and stood up for me, especially in front of people.

      But, NO, she’s still my sister, I know she’d never hurt me like this.

      Would she?

      On my walk home, I decided I’d take a day or two to contemplate things, then I’d go talk to Audrey. I already missed Nate like crazy, but there was no way of us moving on if Audrey was still controlling my life. I felt like a heart-to-heart with Audrey would be hard but necessary.

      Two days later, I was running around the track, and my brain and heart had yet to find resolution. I had seen that Nate was running at the park so I decided I’d run here instead. Seeing him had my heart hurting and my brain churning. I kept going over things in my mind….Audrey asking us over when she obviously didn’t like the idea of us together, Audrey insisting we drink her wine, the phone call from the shipping company, Nate seeming so out of it, me feeling so horrible that night and the next morning from just one glass of wine? My mind kept wanting to make connections, like a dot-to-dot picture, but my heart kept shutting down the lines I was trying to draw between the dots. My mind was trying to solve a puzzle, my heart was trying to save me from major heartache.
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      Audrey

      

      Ugh, Max keeps texting me. He says I owe him one more round for the amount of drugs he gave me. I know this guy and he won’t give up. Plus, he could quickly get me in trouble if he told anyone that I’d bought drugs from him. Okay, in reality, I traded sex for drugs, but either way, I could be in trouble. I could have gone out and found some sex, but since Max was eager and I wouldn’t need to suffer through a date, I told him he could come over tomorrow, but with some stipulations. One, he had to give me a few more pills just in case I would ever need more. Two, he had to park somewhere else and walk to my place and come to the back door. I can’t have anyone seeing me with him. I may have sex with a lot of random people, but I have to keep my reputation clean, and Max would definitely sully a clean rep.
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      Libby

      

      Today is the day I plan on having a heart-to heart with Audrey. I didn’t call to let her know I was coming over. Part of me is hoping she’s not home, part of me thinks that she has less time to think of excuses if she’s surprised when I get there. Yeah, most of me is hoping she’s not home. I hate confrontation, and I know Audrey is automatically going to get defensive and probably start lashing out. When Audrey starts lashing out, I’m usually her first target. I’m not planning on blaming her for things, I just want her to know how hurt I am by her actions over the years and that I just want a good relationship with my sister.

      Ugh, I had planned out what I was going to say, but now my head and heart are a jumbled mess. Am I really going to do this? It’s like I’m poking a hibernating bear…..very dangerous. Audrey will turn this all around on me, and I’ll leave feeling horrible about myself. Maybe this is a bad idea. No, I think of Nate and Nicky, and I know I have to do this. Getting to know Nicky and watching his confidence in himself has taught me to stand up for myself. Nate has taught me that I’m worth more than Audrey’s treatment of me. I will do this. I just need to sit and gather my thoughts.

      I pick a grassy spot outside of Audrey’s apartment under her kitchen window. I settle in to re-plan what I’m going to say to her in hopes of not setting her off yet still getting my message across. I just want a sister, a friend. And I want to stop having to walk on eggshells around her wondering when she’s going to hurt me again.

      As I’m sitting under Audrey’s kitchen window, I observe that she has left it open. Audrey has a nasty habit of smoking on occasion. I notice she only does it when she’s feeling the most stressed or something is bothering her. She must have been smoking in her kitchen and opened the window to keep the smell out. I’m sitting there and I hear Audrey and a male voice.

      “Listen, bitch, the amount I gave you goes for much higher than one measly fuck. You can either give me the money, or we can take another stab at a different form of payment. I’m thinking a blow job and letting me pound that pretty pussy once more would cover it all.”

      Oh. My. God. Who was this man? What payment is he talking about? Surely Audrey will tell him to shove it and get out. I’m wondering if I should call the police or bust in there and save her. Honestly, though, she doesn’t sound scared, and I’m shocked yet disgustingly intrigued to figure out what is going on.

      “Oh, Max, I think we can arrange payment easily,” Audrey purrs. “However, for a blow job and another fuck, I’m going to have to ask for a few more pills. You know, just in case.”

      WHAT. THE. HELL? That was Audrey’s reply? Is she actually agreeing to sleep with some guy for pills? What are the pills for? Who is this guy? I stay seated on the grass under her kitchen window, listening in on this conversation as if I’m living in an alternate universe where I’ve been dropped into a very low rate soap opera.

      “Listen up, before you do something stupid and kill someone, bitch. You can’t go slipping these pills in people’s drinks every time you need something to go your way. You can’t be sure of their reaction to the drug and different people react differently each time. The first time you slipped these things to your victims may have went the way you wanted it to, but the next time could have very different results. I don’t recommend going around drugging people just to get things to work out your way. But, I can see I’m talking to a stubborn bitch, and I doubt you’ll change your ways. However, I will give you what you want, on one condition. I want your mouth sucking my cock and I want to fuck your ass before I get to that pretty pussy. Do we have a deal?”

      I hadn’t seen Max yet, but from the crude words he used and the dirty sound of his voice, I was guessing he was greasy and filthy.

      “Max, I appreciate your concern. I don’t plan on needing to drug them anymore, but I want the security of knowing I’ve got the pills just in case I need them. Besides, you were right about the dosing the first time. Nate was completely out of it and Beth was loopy enough to fall for the phone call. Neither of them seem to remember a thing. If they knew something, they would have been here by now or I would have heard something. I will stick to the same dosage if I ever need to use the pills again. You drive a hard bargain, but since I don’t have the type of cash you’d need, I guess you have yourself a deal. But let’s make this quick, I have things I need to do today. And, we can do it right here in the kitchen. I don’t need you in any other part of my house. ”

      I felt like I was going to throw up. My heart was about to beat out of my chest. I knew I should get up, but I didn’t think my legs could hold me. My world just came crashing down around me as I listened. My sister, the person who should have been my best friend, the person who I always hoped would eventually come around to loving me again, the person who has humiliated me over half of my life, is going to trade sex for drugs. Again. Drugs that she just admitted to using on Nate and me. There are so many things wrong with this picture. My mind is racing like a Formula One car. How should I handle this? Bust in? Call the cops? Call my dad? Pretend it didn’t happen? Text Nate letting him know he was right? I can’t seem to come to a decision, so I just sit there, under the kitchen window, numb and defeated. My own sister. My own sister drugged me. My own sister purposely had sex with my boyfriend in front of me. Again.

      As I sat there, with thoughts bouncing through my head like rabid ping-pong balls, the sounds of Audrey’s payment floats through the window. Audrey seems to be just getting it over with, but this Max guy seems to be totally enjoying himself. A deranged part of me can’t help but think that I’ve only had crappy sex with one guy and my sister is getting ready to have some random guy fuck her ass……for pills…..to drug me……to keep me from having a boyfriend…….this is beyond fucked up. I turn and pop my head up to the window in time to see Max leaning against the counter, his hands directing Audrey’s head on his, uh, self. I quickly sit back down, sure that I’ll vomit if I watch any more. Not only am I sick over the vile information that is now tainting my mind like toxic sewage, but I was right about Max. In the brief glimpse I got of him, his long, stringy, oily hair hung in his face and his skin had the grimy pallor one would expect of a drug user. His clothes were stained and gave the appearance of being long unlaundered. The worst part of the whole scene that had unfolded before me was that my sister had him in her mouth and it appeared she was going to allow him to use her body in whatever way he demanded. How was this even possible? When had this become my life? This type of sordid story didn’t happen to regular, every day type people. I feel as if I’m trudging through someone else’s nightmare. I sit there for a few more minutes, tuning out everything around me. All too soon, I come back to myself and shake my head as if to clear away the cesspool of filth that has seeped into my pores.

      The shock doesn’t wear off, I’m not sure it ever will. The disbelief of what I’ve just witnessed merges with anger to become extreme outrage. Outrage at Audrey. We both lost our mother. We both lived with a dad who certainly could have done a lot better raising us. We both moved around a lot. Why does she get to screw with the lives of other people? Why does she get to bully and power her way through life? Why does she get to control my life and my happiness? Why does she feel the need to whore around to get what she wants? Within the next 30 seconds of sitting there, my outrage turns into an almost violent hatred. I’ve never done a single thing to deserve this treatment. I deserved to have friends and boyfriends and dances and kisses while growing up. Audrey took all of that from me. I deserve to have a man love me now; I won’t let Audrey take that from me this time. I don’t know if Nate and I can save any of what had started between us, but I won’t stand by and let Audrey get away with this. I need a little more time to plan this total confrontation out, but I can’t leave here today without being sure that Audrey knows I’m aware of what she’s done.

      I get to my feet and walk to the little side door which enters her kitchen. I feel as if I’m in another world; it’s as if I’ve left my body and I watch myself prepare to come face to face with Audrey. I open the door; not trying in the least to be quiet. A sick feeling washes over me as I take in the obscene spectacle before me. Audrey, on her knees, Max buried in her ass. Audrey with a pinched and pained look on her face, like this is less than pleasant, but Max is grunting and groaning like a pig in mud.

      Audrey is in desperate need of help. I can see this now, through my rage and hatred, I recognize that my baby sister is in dire need of urgent help. I am witnessing just how far into trouble she has gotten herself. This is the definition of rock bottom. She just gave a blow job to a drug dealer who is now fucking her ass on her kitchen floor as payment for pills she used to drug me. I’m not passing judgment here, but it’s evident that Audrey is far beyond anything a little confrontation with me may solve. She needs professional help. I will help her, but it’s going to have to be the tough love type help. I’m through with being her victim. I’ve done it for too long and something inside me has snapped today. I won’t suffer at her hand any more. I’ve never seen things as clearly as I do right now. It’s like hearing and seeing all of this removed a pair of rose-colored glasses that I didn’t realize I was wearing and forced me to see the true situation. I don’t know what has caused Audrey to arrive at this point in her life. I’m sad that I didn’t realize how bad it had gotten. I guess I was too busy being her target. The one thought I have before I make my move is that this is all probably going to get worse before it gets better. What’s worse than what I’ve watched Audrey do over the years, most recently what she did with Nate, and the scene unfolding right in front of me? Is there worse than this? That’s what terrifies me.

      I clear my throat and both heads snap up to look at me. Max leers at me, perspiration beading on his upper lip and forehead. “Who the fuck are you? I’ll gladly give you some of this too, Sugar, just let me finish this one off.”

      “Beth! What the hell!? Can’t you see I’m a little busy?” Audrey, the pain and mortification evident in her voice, tried to sound tough but, in her position, it’s hard to seem like you’re in control.

      “Audrey, I’ve been sitting outside your window for about half an hour, trying to work up the nerve to come talk to you about the way you treat me and, more specifically, about what you did to Nate and me the other night. Imagine my surprise when I heard you and Max here talking about sex for pills and drugging Nate and me. I am not prepared to continue this conversation today, in light of this new information. But, make no mistake, I will be back. You need help, Audrey. There is definitely something wrong, and I want to help fix it. But it’s going to suck for a while. You go ahead and finish what you’re so busy with. And then, spend the next few days wondering when I’ll return. This isn’t over.”

      I turn and walk away, leaving Audrey to sweat it out for a while, but not before I see Audrey’s eyes flare in the split second before her head drops. I hear Max chuckle in a sinister way and say, “Nu-uh, bitch, we had a deal and I haven’t even gotten in that pussy yet. Turn over. You can deal with whatever THAT was on your own time. This is my time and I plan on using every single pussy pounding second of it.”

      I have never in my life stood up to Audrey. Never issued her an ultimatum. Never uttered a threat toward her. I feel nauseated at what I’ve learned and what I witnessed and at what is to come. I feel like I’ve been infected by Audrey’s abject debauchery. But, convolutely, I also feel freedom like I’ve never known before. Like I just shook off chains and shackles that Audrey had placed on me years ago. Like I can stand up for myself and not let Audrey control my life and hurt me. In a circuitous way, I’m grateful for what I discovered today. It was painful, but it was also the key to my new beginning.
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      Nate

      

      I had a sit-down heart-to-heart with my mom and dad. It was the most liberating and difficult thing I had ever done. Liberating to tell them that I was in love with Libby, and I wanted a future with her. Difficult beyond description to have to tell them that I didn’t think Libby and I had a future and the ugly, dirty details of why I thought that. My mom cried. I think she cried slightly more at what happened to her baby boy, but she cried almost as hard at what had happened to Libby and to Libby and me. Dad was silent, but I could tell he was hurting for me and for us.

      After we all sat around being sad for a little while, we started getting angry. My mom was angry at Audrey obviously. She was angry at the whole situation. I wasn’t sure what to do with the anger, but Mom and Dad promised to help in any way I needed them to. I told them that I planned on taking them up on that.

      I called Libby and asked if I could come over. She had texted me earlier and told me she needed to talk to me. She replied that I could come over and she’d start some tea. My girl and her tea. But, she wasn’t my girl anymore, was she? Would I ever be able to stop thinking of her as my girl? Was there a chance for her to still be mine?

      Libby and I sat on her couch. She filled me in with all the sordid details of her confrontation with Audrey. She confirmed what I had suggested about Audrey drugging us. I guess hearing it straight from Audrey’s mouth left zero percent doubt in her mind. What she told me was crazy. I never thought Audrey was in that deep. I knew she was a power-hungry girl, but I didn’t realize she was a power-hungry psycho bitch who would drug her own sister to get what she wanted. I was infuriated. She could have seriously hurt Libby. All for what? To win? To prove she was in control? I’m confused; I want to be with Libby, but I’m doubtful about being able to be with her while her crazy sister is around. How far is Audrey willing to go? She drugged her own sister, what else will she stoop to?

      I agree to stand with Libby to confront Audrey. I told her that my parents would be there too. I knew they’d want to help in any way they could. Libby and I went to Captain Decker’s house. I knew that this was hard for Libby to tell her dad, but I held her hand while she told him EVERYTHING. From the drugging, the rape, the conversation between Audrey and the drug dealer, everything.

      “Dad, I want you to come with me to talk to Audrey. She needs help. She’ll probably need to go away for a while, and it’s probably going to get harder before she gets any better. I’m not sure where she will go or how she or we will pay for it, but we have to get her help.”

      Captain Decker seemed shocked, dismayed, and something else. Guilt? Shame? I’m guessing he was seeing that his lack of good parenting had allowed some of these problems to fester and grow.

      Libby had told me how absent he had been after their mom died; from what she says, he was drunk throughout most of their teen years and just a few years ago admitted he had a problem and started getting the help he needed to get and stay sober. Libby said that her dad was stubborn and had been very successful in his recovery because he had set his mind to never giving in to the alcohol again.

      It appeared that Captain Decker was feeling the weight of Audrey’s problems pretty heavily on his shoulders right then. He agreed to go with us to confront Audrey. He just asked that we wait a day so he could get a place for her and some money. Captain Decker told Libby that he had a friend who worked at an in-patient treatment center, and he’d call him about getting Audrey admitted. Between Captain Decker and Audrey and Libby there was enough money to pay for her treatment from Mrs. Decker’s life insurance. Captain Decker said he would pay for as much as he could, and we just had to hope that Audrey would be willing to cover the rest. Libby was willing to pay from her part of the money as well, but I could see that the Captain, like me, didn’t want to see her have to do that. She’d been paying enough all these years albeit not monetarily.

      So, we had a plan. But it all hinged on Audrey. We couldn’t force her into a treatment program. She had to go voluntarily. This wasn’t going to be easy.
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      I spent the day before the intervention researching how to do an intervention. Everything I read says to pick one person to lead the intervention. I chose myself. It will be one of the hardest things I’ve ever done, but I feel that it’s important for both me and Audrey. All I’ve read also says that the intervention must be done out of love for the person. I know my dad loves Audrey, but he has always had a hard time showing his love for either of us. Nate definitely doesn’t love Audrey. He doesn’t even like her. But, I need him there for me. He’s agreed to basically be a silent supporter unless I need his help. Mr. and Mrs. Morgan are there because they are respected members of the community, they are my friends, and they want to support Nate along with me. So, in the end, I’m probably the only person who actually loves Audrey and can show it. I’m so angry and hurt by her right now, but she’s my sister and I can’t watch this calamitous behavior any longer. Selfishly, I can’t let Audrey self-destruct any longer because she’s destroying me in the process. My research has shown me that we all must set aside our anger and resentment. This isn’t a time to pile our grievances on Audrey. I need to make her see that she’s at rock bottom and issue her an ultimatum. This is a formidable and crucial piece to the intervention. At first, I didn’t think there was anything I could threaten her with. She’s not a drug addict with warrants for her arrest; she has no children that I can call Child Protection Services about; I don’t give her money. What can I use to issue this ultimatum? It came to me pretty quickly when I started thinking about what means the most to Audrey, her business. If she doesn’t agree to getting treatment and leaving RIGHT THEN, I will tell everyone about what she did. This town is small, the rumor mill is highly functional (in a sort of dysfunctional way), and no one is going to want Audrey planning their kids’ parties when they find out what she did. New brides, moms-to-be, couples married for 50 years, none of them would want a person like Audrey planning their happy celebration. This is the part I hate, but I will do it if it means getting Audrey the help she needs.

      My dad was able to pull a few strings. Being part of the military and having a friend at the treatment center was helpful. There’s a room with Audrey’s name on it awaiting her arrival no later than 3:00 pm tomorrow. She will be there for at least a month. Dad paid for the month with Mom’s life insurance money. He will pay for the follow-ups, but Audrey will need to agree to help pay for some of it. We will broach that subject when the time is right. The first challenge is getting her to go. I’m scared to death. What if this doesn’t work? What if it does work? What does the future look like for Audrey? For us? What about Nate and me? Is there a Nate and me? I feel some hope since he’s willing to stand with me on this. But, the more realistic part of me says that working past all that’s happened is maybe just way too much.
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      I don’t do drugs. No, I just trade dirty sex for drugs, and use them to fuck over my sister and her boyfriend. That’s so much better. However, if I WAS a druggie, I think I would know what it feels like waiting for my next fix, waiting for the other shoe to drop, waiting to be caught. I am a jittery mess, walking around jumping at shadows, just waiting for Beth to come back. She knows the truth. She knows what I did to her. Add that to what I’ve done to her since our mother died and it all equals the fact that I’m a grade-A bitch. I think the waiting is almost the worst part. If she’s going to come back and let me have it, I wish she’d just get it over with. She’s been quiet, and I’m really starting to freak out. Beth has never stood up to me before, but there was something different in her voice and her eyes when she stood in my kitchen the other day. If she’s trying to torture me by making me wait around for my punishment, she’s doing a really good job. I can’t eat, I can’t sleep, all I can do is wait for Beth to show up.

      It’s 10:00am. I’ve been laying on the couch since 2:00am. I couldn’t sleep in my bed. I tried to watch some TV, but it didn’t help. So I’m just on the couch completely zoned out. I’m not sure if I brushed my hair yesterday; I know I didn’t shower. I think I may have brushed my teeth because my breath was offensive to even me. I should probably check my emails and messages. I’ve got some parties coming up, and I don’t want to miss out on someone trying to schedule something. My business is the only good thing I have going for me. I don’t really have any friends. I have a couple people I call up for a good time if I’m hard up. My sister is wise to avoid me as much as possible. My dad and I aren’t exactly close. I don’t have co-workers. So my job is what keeps me going. I’m good at it. At least I have one thing going for me aside from being known for a sure thing and a good lay.

      Who the hell is knocking on my door at 10:00 am? Shit, Audrey, it’s freakin’ 10 in the morning. It’s not like it’s the butt-crack of dawn! Oh fuck! What if it’s Beth? I bet it’s is. She can’t come in. I look like ass, I probably smell like it too. I roll off the couch and belly crawl towards my room.

      “Audrey! I can see you through the window! Audrey! Open the door! Please?!” SHIT!

      I guess the other shoe has now dropped. How is this going to go? Will Beth yell? I’ve never heard her yell. Is she going to cry? She should. Will she get physical? I doubt it, she doesn’t have it in her. I’ve been so horrible to her, but even now, I can’t stop thinking of ways I could put her in her place. I drugged her and I’ve fucked her boyfriends more than once, so I’m not sure what I could do to top it. But the sick part is, I could probably figure something out. I don’t hate Beth, I just need to be in control at all times. And controlling Beth is so easy. I bet if I try hard enough I could totally turn this little confrontation against Beth and come out the winner. That’s the best plan I’ve got right now. I head to open the door.

      WHAT THE FUCK! Beth, my dad, Nate, and his parents are all at my door.

      “WHAT THE FUCK, BETH!?” I stumble backwards a bit as Beth steps through my door.

      “Audrey, I need you to sit down. Pick wherever you’re the most comfortable. This may take a while.”

      “What?!?!? Um, how about NO DAMN WAY! How about you all back the fuck up and leave! This is my house! Why are you all here?!?!”

      “Audrey, we aren’t leaving until we get to say what we came to say. Well, at least I’m not leaving until I get to say what I came to say. So, you can sit and get this over with or you can argue with me and draw it out longer. It’s your choice.”

      Yeah, some choice that is. “Fine, BETH! I’ll sit. But make this quick!”

      I took a seat in a recliner so I could wrap my blanket around me and feel somewhat sheltered. Beth took the seat on the couch closest to me. My dad sat on a kitchen chair on the other side of me. Nate took his place behind Beth on the couch. I couldn’t help but notice how she reached for his hand and his other arm wrapped around her waist. How in the hell are they still together?? He fucked me in front of her; she’s okay with my sloppy seconds? How pathetic. Fuck this! Instead of just thinking all of what is running through my head, I say it loudly and angrily. I see Nate’s arm tighten around Beth and I know I’ve pissed him off. GOOD!

      Beth sighs, but lifts her chin and her voice is firm, “Audrey, this isn’t about Nate or me. This is about you. Dad and I are here today because we love you. The Morgan Family is here to support me.” I notice that Mr. and Mrs. Morgan have taken kitchen chairs and moved them behind the couch. I’m embarrassed to have the Morgans here. Do they know what I did to Beth and Nate? I’ve always respected the Morgans. They seem to have a great marriage, everyone in town loves them, they have always been so proud and so caring with their sons; that’s something that I don’t think I could ever do with a retarded child like Nick.

      “So what is this, Beth? An intervention? I’m not on drugs. I don’t drink too much. I don’t have a hoarding or eating disorder. No intervention needed. I’m fine. Thanks for stopping by.” I looked at Beth and willed her to leave. No such luck. DAMN IT!
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      I’ve never been so proud of anyone in my life. Libby was so nervous going into the intervention with Audrey. But she had done her research and she was ready to say what needed to be said and get Audrey the help she needed. I was just there to hold her hand and support her. It’s a good thing she didn’t need me to speak because if I started in on Audrey, I’m not sure I would have been able to stop

      “Audrey, I love you. You’re my sister and I will never stop loving you. I’m angry and hurt about the way you’ve treated me over the years. I’m crushed over your most recent actions. But, no matter what, I’m your sister and I will always love you. I miss that sister friendship; I want that for us. But, we can’t be friends until you get help.”

      “Fuck you, Beth! I don’t need help. I have a great life. I’m sorry your boyfriends can’t keep their dicks out of me! I’m sorry you’ll never be as good or as pretty as me.”

      Captain Decker stepped in at that moment. “Audrey, I love you. I’m sorry that I wasn’t a good dad. I acted like I lost everything when I lost your mom. She would be ashamed of the way I parented you girls. I’m sorry. But, Elizabeth is right. You need help. I’ve got you a room at a center nearby. They will help you get through whatever it is that is causing you to lash out at others and at your sister.”

      “Dad, I don’t need a room at a center! There’s nothing wrong with me! And, aren’t you a fine one to talk! You spent most of my life drunk and dead to the world. Isn’t it ironic that YOU want ME to go to rehab? If anyone has a problem, it’s YOU, Dad! Not me!” Audrey was almost hysterical by now. “Even if I needed help, even if I wanted it, I have a job. I can’t just leave it!”

      This was the part that Libby had been dreading most because she knew it would be like a dagger to Audrey’s heart. “Audrey, you have two parties in the next month. You’ve already taken care of the planning part. I can fill in if needed. You’re going to close your business down for a while, a month or so. When you’re back home from the center, you can start it back up again if you’re up to it. But, you will go to the treatment center.”

      Audrey bristled and started screaming. “Oh, yeah, Beth?!? Will I? Says who? YOU?? I’d like to see you make me!”

      “Audrey, you will leave for the treatment center within the next 30 minutes, or I will destroy your business. I’m sorry to have to use this against you, but I love you so much, and I want, no NEED, you to get help so badly, that I’m willing to destroy the one thing I know you live for if it means that you get the help you need. Between me and the other people here we will tell a select few people in town about what you did to Nate and me. The sex trade, the drugs, the rape, the hurt, we will tell all of it. The rumors will flow freely and there’s not a single person in town who would ever ask you to plan their special celebration. Parents, new brides, moms-to-be, married couples…..no one wants a person who would trade sex for drugs, drug her sister and her boyfriend and then rape her sister’s boyfriend planning their happy day. So, Audrey, you have about 30 seconds to decide. You can stay here and watch as your business fails within the week or you can go get in the car with Dad and go to the treatment center. You can’t pack anything right now. They will provide what you need for now, and they will let us know when we can bring some of your personal items to you.”

      Audrey stared at Libby with disbelief and hatred in her eyes. I watched as she debated calling Libby’s bluff, but then I saw the defeat in her eyes and the tears started to flow. “I hate you, Beth. I’ll go to the stupid treatment center. I’m not doing it for you. I don’t love you and I will never be your friend or sister. I’m doing this for the only thing that is important to me, my business. You are nothing to me.”

      Libby’s tears streamed down her face as she watched Audrey get in Captain Decker’s car and drive away. I wrapped my arms around her and just held her for a while. Eventually, Mom and Dad came up and wrapped us both in their arms.

      “Elizabeth, I’m very proud of you. That was a very difficult thing to do. But, you stood up to Audrey, and you forced her hand. She will get the help she needs now. And that’s because of you.” My mom gave us both a final hug and she and Dad walked out the door.

      Libby and I stayed long enough to clean up Audrey’s apartment a little and make sure her business voicemail and website indicated that her business was closed for the next month or so. Libby called the two people who had parties planned and told them an emergency had come up and offered any help she could provide if they needed anything. Luckily, Audrey kept passwords on a piece of paper, so it was easy to make sure all of her bills were caught up. Once we had the trash gathered and the dishes washed, it was almost lunch time. I offered Libby lunch, but she declined. I drove her home. This was sort of our will they or won’t they moment. Would we be able to get past this? Or had Audrey already destroyed us?

      At her door, Libby asked me if I wanted to come in for tea. I would have never turned down tea with Libby. We spent the rest of the afternoon just cuddled on the couch drinking tea. We didn’t really talk much. We both fell asleep for a bit. When we woke Libby told me she thought she was going to read and head to bed early.

      “What’s next for us, Libby-girl?”

      With tears in her eyes, Libby shook her head. “I don’t know, Nate. I just don’t know.”

      “Libby, I’ll understand if you don’t want to fight for this. I won’t like it because I don’t want to lose this. But, I will try to accept it if you think too much damage has been done. But, I want to ask you to please give it a couple days before you decide. Our emotions are so open and raw right now; today isn’t the best day to be making decisions. I want to fight for this, for us. I want to make this work. Maybe we push for us and find out it just won’t work, but I don’t want to give up without at least giving us a shot. Just give it a few days before trying to make decisions.”

      Libby wrapped her arms around me and kissed my chin. She laid her head on my chest. “I promise I won’t decide just yet, Nate. Can we maybe run tomorrow? I think I’m going to need it. And, maybe we could take Nick to lunch? No matter what happens with you and me, I will always be your friend, and his. I can’t stand the thought of not having Nick in my life.”

      The thought of Nicky without Libby in his life almost brought me to my knees. He would be almost as devastated as I would be. But, I clung to Libby’s words. She wasn’t giving up on us just yet. We still had a chance. I walked away from Libby’s apartment that day with a heavy yet hopeful heart.
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      Six months later

      

      As time has passed, I continue to love my job; some days I feel like it’s the only thing that keeps me sane. I am learning A LOT about myself talking to my therapist and Audrey is making great strides too. She spent a month inpatient at a center where they did intense daily therapy to work through her issues. I’ve not been privy to all that went down and I get the feeling that A LOT went down. Audrey is what I’d call a work in progress. She’s so much better, but it’s like the process of getting better opened up a lot of bad things that she’s having to deal with to continue getting better. She’s back home now, but she met with a therapist 5 days a week for a while. She’s down to three days a week right now, but she’s happier and things are better. She’s had a few relapses which have shaken things up. She’s not perfect. Nothing is ever perfect, and I don’t expect it to be, but I’d consider Audrey a friend now. It just makes me sad that she’s dealing with some obviously heavy stuff. I hope that one day she feels comfortable enough to let me know about some of it, just so she doesn’t have to be the only one shouldering it.

      Nate and I are exclusively dating, and we spend as much time together as possible. I’ve been spending a lot of time with my therapist, and Nate has his own therapist too. We’ve also been to a couple sessions together. I wasn’t exactly sure we were doing the right thing when we decided to take the chance on us again; we were apart for a month or two, but it seemed like the heartache was just too agonizing when we were apart, and it wasn’t as excruciatingly painful when we were together. So, we are taking another shot at whatever we had started building before Audrey made a mess of things.

      I’ve learned more about believing in myself and standing up for myself. I’m better at this some days than on other days. I’m also learning how to confront someone without it seeming like it’s automatically going to turn into an argument or something uncomfortable.

      Nate has had a lot to deal with, starting first and foremost with the rape. He had to first admit that he was raped, and it took him a while to be able to say that in therapy. It was like saying it made it too real. Nate and Audrey have had a few sessions together both with her therapist and with Nate’s. Audrey had to do a lot of searching and questioning on her own before she could bring herself to admit what she had done and apologize to Nate. Nate accepted her apology and felt like she was totally sincere. But, I know that it will be a long time, if ever, before Nate fully trusts Audrey again. I am so proud of him, and I know that he’s willing to accept Audrey only because of me. It makes me smile to know that he would put up with my sister because of his feelings for me.

      Nate is growing so much through his therapy. The first months dealt mostly with the Audrey situation, but then they moved on to Nate’s anger and bullying and lashing out at those who threaten Nicky or others like him. The therapist first told Nate that letting go of anger is one of the hardest things because “your anger is the only weapon you’ve ever had against feelings of powerlessness.” That made a lot of sense to Nate because he did always feel powerless against the way Nicky was treated, and his anger made him feel like he was at least doing SOMETHING to stop it. Nate is learning to identify triggers to his anger and healthier ways to deal with those feelings. He’s learned that his anger stems from people being disrespectful and hurtful to Nicky and others with disabilities. He’s learning to speak to people in a more peaceful way while still trying to educate them on why their words and actions are so harmful. He’s running more and playing more hoops to take out the anger. He helps Dale at the hobby store, and he’s built quite the model train set while learning to deal with his anger. He’s also had Nicky come to his sessions a couple times. Nicky told him that he doesn’t like when other people are mean, but he doesn’t let it hurt him because those people “just don’t know me and they don’t understand.” Hearing Nicky say that he didn’t NEED Nate fighting for him, he just needed Nate to be there and love him, was a huge step in Nate learning to stop lashing out at people.

      Nicky is such an amazing man. He is child-like in many ways, yet he’s wiser than most of us in others. He doesn’t let himself get caught up in drama and worrying about his self-image. He is happy to have a job and perform it well. Nicky is thrilled to have his family around him and he loves spending time with his friends at the center. He’s a simple man, but he’s also one of the most incredible, marvelous men I’ve ever had the pleasure of knowing. I’m honored to call him a friend.

      Nate is awesome and a complete gentleman. We’ve been on picnics, ice skating, to the movies, the symphony, to a play, on hikes, bike rides, and to dinner. Nate treats me like a princess, and we’ve shared quite a few more kisses which have led to some heavier making out on the couch. However, I feel like Nate is holding himself back. Which, in a way, is sweet of him because I’m not sure I’m ready for sex yet (am I?) after everything that’s gone on, but I’d sort of like to see where else we could venture to. I’m pretty sure the next person I have sex with will be Nate. But will it be now? Or later? I don’t know. If I’m being honest with myself, part of me isn’t ready for the sex thing because of what happened with Audrey. But, in therapy, we’ve all talked about this. And by all, I mean ALL. Nate and I have talked about it. Nate and Audrey have talked about it. Audrey and I have talked about it. There’s been some healing. But, for now, I’m letting Nate sort of guide where we go, because I know he’d never take me somewhere I don’t want to go.

      Sex or no sex, this weekend we are going to dinner and dancing. I’m for sure wearing my sexiest undergarments, and I’ve made sure to get a wax before the date. I’m not sure where the night will end, but I want to be prepared. Honestly, I’m trying not to get ahead of myself, and I know this is only my second actual relationship, but I could totally fall in love with Nathaniel Morgan. He’s everything I’ve always dreamed of. Who am I kidding? After the months I’ve spent with Nate, I have to be honest with myself and say I’m completely head over heels in love with him. But, I don’t feel like I can tell him yet. Isn’t it too much? Too soon? I mean, it seems like we had just decided we’d try us again after what Audrey did to us and now I’m thinking I’m in love?
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      “Hey, Nicky, Miss Audrey is here. She says she’s here to play some video games with you then she’ll take you home. You okay with that, buddy?” I spoke to the back of Nicky’s head as he sat in my living room playing Mario Kart on my couch.

      “Yeah, Nate, Miss Audrey needed a friend, so I’m her friend. She’s not very good at video games, but I’m teaching her.” That’s Nicky for you, honest to a fault. He paused his game and prepared to turn it into a two player game.

      Audrey laughed and said, “Hey! I’m not that bad, am I?”

      Nicky replied, “Yes, you are really bad, but don’t worry, I’ll teach you. Bye Nate. Tell Miss Elizabeth hi for me! And ask her if she’s ready to marry you and give you babies yet!”

      I chuckled and walked out to my Jeep. It was a strange but good feeling knowing Audrey was with Nicky. I think getting to know Nicky will be really good for Audrey. She’s making a lot of progress with owning her past bullying and being more comfortable around people with differences. It wasn’t overnight and she’s not ready to be out in public with Nicky yet, but she’s enjoying their video game nights. She’s starting to be a regular at my place whenever Nicky is there. At first, I wasn’t thrilled with it, but Libby and I both see the changes Audrey is striving to make, so I deal with Audrey being there. Luckily, I’m still in therapy over what Audrey did to Libby and me. And, I’m working on owning my own threatening/bullying past. I want to work past this Audrey thing and forgive her. I want Libby to have her sister. I want Nick to have friends. So, I accept Audrey being at my place. I don’t 100% trust her yet, and I won’t be taking drinks from her EVER, but I deal with it. For Libby, Audrey, me, and, most importantly, for Nicky.

      As for Libby and me, things are great. Maverick would beg to differ. He’s like a dog in heat. He’d never been all that interested in the girls I went out with before. He was a lot like me, he got what he wanted from them, but didn’t really think about them much. With Libby he’s perpetually pissed off at me because he’s VERY interested and he wants a lot more than what he’s getting right now. I purposely keep things slow with Libby. Maverick and I have gotten a lot more acquainted with each other lately and we’ve taken way more cold showers than in the past. In the past, I was getting all the sexual release I wanted, and I had never felt the need to take things into my own hands or cool things down with cold showers after dates. Everything with Libby is just different. I love everything about her. I love her body, but I think I love her mind and personality even more. She’s so very kind with everyone. She’s shy, but so herself around me and my family. She’s witty and funny and thoughtful. I also think I’ve started seeing glimpses of a little sex kitten under that quiet exterior. I want so very much to go a little further, but I don’t want to scare her. Speaking of scaring her, it would scare her senseless if I admitted I’m falling in love with her, right? Sure it would because it scares the crap out of me. I guess we’ll just do dinner and dancing tonight and see where it goes.

      I told Libby we’d get dressed up a little more than our usual dates for tonight, so I’m excited to see what she’s wearing. I’m guessing Audrey helped which is a bit frightening, although Audrey HAS been toning down the tight, bright clothes lately. I’m happy to see Audrey and Libby’s relationship is healing and each of them as individuals are healing, too. It’s no secret that bullies act out and target others because of something going on with them, so I’m glad Audrey is meeting with a therapist to work through things. I’m a little scared that the therapy has unearthed some really bad shit, but it’s not been shared with me at this point, so I’m only speculating. It’s also a fact that people who are bullied can suffer effects for a lifetime, so I’m thrilled Libby is getting help. I’m also proud of the changes I’ve been making in therapy. I don’t want to be the threatening/bullying man I was before. I did it for Nicky, but now I realize that I wasn’t going about it in the right ways. So, now, I’m changing. For myself, for Libby, and for Nicky.

      I’ve been lost in thought as I drive to Libby’s apartment, but as I pull up I get that now familiar knot in my stomach at the anticipation of seeing my Libby girl.
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      Libby

      

      I sneak a peek out the window. Nathan is drop dead gorgeous all the time, but tonight I notice his hair is a little longer in front than usual and he’s styled it all messy which makes me just want to run my fingers through it. He has on dark washed jeans that hang on his hips just right and I’m already sure they hug his backside perfectly. He’s wearing an electric blue button up with the sleeves rolled up to ¾ length. His shoes are totally Nate, dark gray tennis shoes that are dressier than normal tennis shoes with their blue laces and accents. I swear the man has shoes for every outfit.

      I’m feeling really good in my outfit. Audrey had insisted I come over to her place to try on clothes. Since I’m a lot taller than Audrey, and she’s a lot bustier, it took a while to find the right dress for my date tonight. We had a good time laughing and talking. I’m so thrilled that I just used the words good time and laughing in the same sentence as the name Audrey; I feel like I’m getting my sister back. Audrey is wholeheartedly on board with Nate and me dating. She’s making so many changes in her own life. One of the biggest changes is that she seems to be toning things down in both the clothing and the dating departments. She says she needs time to figure herself out. I think there have been a few relapses in her tendency to use sex, but she recognizes it, admits to it, doubles up on the therapy, and moves on. She doesn’t dwell on it as a negative; I can see her really working hard to win in this recovery process.

      During our sister bonding time, I shared that I’ve fallen head over heels for Nate, and Audrey just smirked a knowing look and gave me a hug. When I asked what she was smiling about she quipped, “I’m just happy for you. And I’m glad I’m here for you to share that with me. I know I’ve said thank you, but seriously, Beth, I owe you my life for saving me from myself.” Audrey was quick to turn away which is her tell-tale sign that she’s getting a little teary eyed. “Ok, let’s get you all sexed up for your Mr. Morgan.”

      She made me strip to my underwear, and I thought she’d pass out when she saw my red satin and lace bra and thong. Tonight I’m going for black, but red was good for the daytime. After recovering from her shock, Audrey brazenly asked how I keep my bikini area so clear. I mumbled something about waxing and she jumped up yelling SHUT. UP! She actually pulled my panties to the side to check it out. I guess this is normal sister stuff? After over half of my life consisting of Audrey treating me as if I was as insignificant as a gnat, having her all up in my girly bits was a little unnerving, but it was over with pretty quickly once she had seen proof that what I said was true. After shaking her head, she whistled and said she didn’t think I had it in me. She chuckled and said that Nate will bust a nut when he sees what’s under my dress. Whatever that means.

      So, my dress is black and off the shoulders. It’s fitted from bust to waist and then has a flared flowy skirt. It stops above my knees. My underwear is an all-black lace thong and a matching strapless black lace bra. My hair is up with pieces hanging strategically and I put my contacts in. My makeup is only slightly heavier than normal. My shoes are pretty great; they are electric blue patent leather heels and they look perfect with Nate’s shirt and shoes.

      When Nate knocks, I wait a full 30 seconds before opening the door, and I’m pleased to hear his breath catch. I hear, “Holy shit, Libby.” and I’m pretty sure he said something about someone named Maverick.

      “You are by far the most gorgeous girl I’ve ever seen. I want to keep you here all night because I don’t want all the other guys out there looking at you!” Nate catches my chin and leans in for a scorching hot kiss. “But since we have reservations, we should get going.”

      As we walk toward the Jeep, I know he’s checking out my legs when he slows a bit, growls, and then catches up with me to put his hand on the small of my back. I’m touched that he put the top up on the Jeep out of consideration for my hair, although I really do love to feel the wind whip through it as we drive!

      Dinner was awesome. I love Italian and Torey Hope has a great little authentic family owned place. We had an absolutely perfect wine and split an entrée so we’d have room to split a dessert. As we wait for the waiter to return with Nate’s card, I fiddle with the table cloth and take a deep breath. I’ve decided to be pretty forward tonight; I’m so shy around most, but with Nate, it’s so simple to just say what I want to say, plus I’m learning in therapy to be more assertive. So, I jump right in, “Listen Nate, I know you’ve been taking things slow for me, and I appreciate it. I don’t know that I’m 100% ready for sex, but I want to go farther than kissing. If you’re okay with that? Maybe we can play it by ear, but you’re more than welcome to sleep over tonight.”

      Nate was silent for a moment, then he grabbed my hand and said, “Libby-girl, I’m more than okay with that. If I stay, and you can be the decision maker on that one, I have a gym bag in the Jeep. We don’t even have to consider sex tonight; I’ll be in heaven if I can just hold you close to me all night long. Speaking of holding you, let’s get to the club so we can dance and I can show off my beautiful girl.” Nate leans in for a soft kiss. I run my hands up into his hair and pull him closer. He doesn’t wear cologne, but the scent that assaults my senses is all Nate. All male, rough, and sexy. I moan into his mouth as his tongue runs across my lip. Nate pulls back slowly with his eyes still closed and clears his throat. Once he seems to have himself collected, we stand to leave; Nate pulls me into his side, leans down, and whispers in my ear that we need to get out of the restaurant before we are thrown out for public displays of indecency. I can only smile as I snuggle into him. I blush a little as I think of some of the other indecent displays we could occupy ourselves with.
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      Nate

      

      Did my sweet, shy Libby just propose that we take things a step further and invite me to spend the night? I’ve died and gone to heaven. Maverick is ready to skip dancing, but he needs to realize that dancing is the perfect foreplay without pushing the sex thing.

      There are quite a few bars in Torey Hope, but most of them are total dives which means we had our choice between dancing at the country music club or the pop music club. Libby chose the pop club because she said it matched our outfits better. My silly girl, I couldn’t care less about the music genre, I just want to hold her close and dancing gives me the perfect excuse to have her body pressed into mine.

      We walk into “The Club” and the air is charged with sweat, rhythm, anticipation, and sex. Libby and I find a cozy little booth and order drinks. She’s not much of a drinker and neither am I, but we both had a bit of wine with dinner and order alcohol for our first round of drinks. I know we’ll both switch to water or soda by round two. Libby cuddles up next to me, and I find my hand on her leg. She shivers a little as my hand inches up under the edge of her dress. “Libby-girl, you stop me anytime you feel I’ve gone too far. This isn’t why we’re here, but I want to move to whatever the next step is if you’re ready. If you’re not, just say the word, and we’ll stop.” Libby’s enchanting eyes look up into mine, and I’m mesmerized. I notice her cheeks are flushed and her breathing is heavy. I lean in and capture her lips with mine as I slide my hand farther under her dress.

      Her skin is so damn smooth and her tongue dancing with mine has my own breathing getting heavier. Under the table, my fingers graze the edge of Libby’s panties. Hell, they feel lacy. Damn, my girl is all kinds of secret sexy. As Libby’s legs part slightly, her hand moves up my leg and settles between my legs. Needless to say, Maverick takes this opportunity to stand up and be noticed, begging like a dog. I don’t have a lot to go on, and I don’t go around comparing dicks with other dudes, but the girls who have been up close and personal with mine have always led me to believe that it was fairly large. We break our kiss and the shock and anticipation in our eyes is only slightly shadowed by the desire.

      The waitress arrives and we cool down by sipping our drinks and talking about work. I love to talk to Libby and listen to her talk. We are never at a loss for things to talk about. I seriously love this girl and want to scream it from the top of buildings. Instead, we finish our drinks, both order bottled water, and head to the dance floor.

      Libby and I danced a few dances amidst a crowd of people. The beats were strong, the music loud, the sweaty bodies pressing close, but we were having fun. The DJ took a break and a slow song came on. A few single guys and girls left the dance floor, but most of the couples stayed. I took Libby in my arms and settled my hands around her waist as her arms settled around my neck. Our bodies were flush together, touching from stomach down. I swear I felt Libby rub her belly against me. Maverick definitely felt it. I raised an eyebrow and smirked at her. She blushed and put her head on my shoulder.

      “Nuh-uh, Libby, look at me sweet girl. You can touch me any way you want. If it’s not appropriate for the club, catalog it in that beautiful mind of yours to try out later, okay? I’m yours, do to me what you want.”
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      Libby

      

      Oh my! I’ve only had less than stellar, no, let’s be honest here, I’ve had totally crappy experiences with a penis to compare it to, but Nate feels much bigger and harder than I could have ever imagined. When I AM ready for sex, and my body is betraying my mind right now saying I’m ready tonight, I’m not sure there’s any way something that big is going to fit. Wait, did Nate just say, “I’m yours.”?

      I lift my head to gaze into Nate’s exquisite blue eyes. “Nate, what does ‘I’m yours’ mean exactly?” My voice shakes slightly as I ask this, as if something very important hangs on his answer.

      Nate pulls me even closer, if that’s even possible, as Labrinth sings “Beneath Your Beautiful” and whispers in my ear, “I’m yours, Libby. Lost in you. Ruined for anyone else. You are IT for me. I’ve never, in my whole life, felt even close to what I feel with you. At the risk of moving too quickly, I love you, Elizabeth Decker. I’m in love with you. I. Am. Yours.”

      Tears well in my eyes as Nathan looks at me apprehensively. I can tell he’s worried about my reaction to his words.

      “Nate, baby, you have wrecked me. I had accepted my life as the freaky sister who never finds love and lives in her sister’s shadow with seven cats. But you came along and rescued me, stood up for me, helped me to see that I didn’t have to stay in Audrey’s shadow. You’re teaching me that I’m beautiful and worth someone’s love. I want that someone to be you because I. Love. You. Nathaniel Morgan. I am 100% completely, soul-deep in love with you.”

      With our hearts open and bare to each other, Nate crushes my mouth with a searing kiss right as the slow song we’ve been swaying to changes into a sexy thumping beat. Nate spins me around so my bottom is pushed up against his arousal, and all I can think about is grinding my butt against him. So I do. He growls and pulls me tighter against him and runs his hands from my waist up to the sides of my breasts and back down. Nate’s lips are on my neck and I feel his tongue sending electric shocks straight to my core. I try to grind away the tingle between my legs, but it doesn’t work. I have never been so turned on in my whole life. This gorgeous, sweet, thoughtful, sexy man loves ME! If we were near a bed right now, I’m pretty sure I’d tie on a ribbon and present myself to him on a silver platter.
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      Nate

      

      Fucking-A, I’m going to bust a nut on the dance floor. As the warmth of Libby’s body scorches my skin, and the scent of her fills my head, I flip her around to face me. With our arousals flush together, I edge my knee between her legs. The heat of her core against my body does nothing more than fan the flames of my desire for her. She begins rubbing herself against my thigh and I can tell she’s frustrated. It’s like she’s seeking something, but she’s not completely sure what she’s searching for. I push my thigh against her and I swear I can feel the wet fieriness of her through my jeans.

      I whisper in her ear, “Have you ever had an orgasm, Libby?” At the slight shake of her head, I continue, “No one’s watching sexy girl, just give into it and let it go.”

      She shivers as my hands brush the sides of her breasts and I let my fingers gently and quickly brush over her before I grab her head and kiss her like our lives depend on it. I hear a moan in her throat and then I feel her legs tighten on my thigh. I whisper in her ear as she rides out her release, “I love you, Libby, you are so freakin’ sexy right now. I could watch you come over and over and never get tired of it.”

      Libby whimpers and sags into me. I kiss the side of her head and lead her to the table. She looks like she could use a break and a drink. Her face is flushed, her lips are swollen, her eyes have a sleepy look to them, and I know she’s wet under that dress as she takes long gulps of her water. When she notices me watching her, she ducks her head sheepishly, obviously flustered by what just took place on the dance floor.

      “Look at me, pretty girl, don’t you dare be embarrassed by what just happened between us. That was the hottest thing I’ve ever witnessed, and I consider myself one lucky bastard to be the only one who has ever seen that. Your pleasure belongs to me and me only, Libby-girl. You ready to head home?”

      She smiles gratefully and nods that breathtakingly beautiful head at me. I stand from the table and hold my hand out to her. We walk, hand-in-hand, to the Jeep and I hold her door open. The ball is in Libby’s court. Will she decide she wants me to stay tonight or will she send me home?
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      Libby

      

      I’m leading toward feeling ashamed for dry-humping my boyfriend’s leg and coming on the dance floor, but his words push away the embarrassment and all I can think about is that I want to do that again. And, as much as I want to feel that again, I want just as much to own his pleasure the way he owns mine.

      “I’m totally ready to head home. And, just so you know, you can see THAT anytime, but I want to learn about giving you pleasure, too.”

      Nate’s growl made me chuckle and I smiled in anticipation as we headed to the Jeep. I told Nate to take the top off so we could feel the wind in our hair. He grinned at me and brought me close for a hug and soft kiss. “God, I love you Libby-girl.”
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      Audrey

      

      I’m seriously horrible at video games. Nicky beats me every single time. I’m not even getting any better. And, Nicky doesn’t understand that you can sometimes let others win, so he plays hard every time. That’s what I like about Nicky. He’s always honest and never hides things. I may not be getting better at these games, however, I AM getting better in my own life. I won’t be done with therapy for a long time because it’s brought up some really bad shit that I’m having to face and deal with and heal from. I’ve had a few relapses that I’m not very happy about, but I’m learning from those as well. So, even though it’s HARD, I’m healing and fixing myself and I like myself a whole lot better now. I’ve sworn off the use of the words ‘retard’ and ‘retarded’; for Nicky and others who would be hurt by the derogatory connotation. I recognize I was a bully. The WHY of my actions and behaviors is what will keep me in therapy for quite a while.

      I’m still overly concerned about my image, and I’m not comfortable around disabilities, except with Nicky. I’m not ready for public outings with him yet, but I’m so glad he stood up to me and offered to be my friend. Seems silly to be my age and happy to have a new friend, but I’m truly loving Nicky. He’s sweet and everything is so simple with him. He is very honest. He knows that lying is wrong so he always tells the truth; he doesn’t do it to hurt people, he just says things without beating around the bush. So he straight up tells me if my shirt is too tight or my hair is too big or my perfume too strong. I know Nate said those same things, but coming from him it was a hurtful rejection (even though I know he wasn’t trying to hurt me). Coming from Nicky it’s honesty from a friend who doesn’t have a hurtful bone in his body. So, for Nicky, I’m toning it down. As I drive Nick back home, I smile at how much more comfortable I am in a hoodie, yoga pants, and a pony tail.
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      Nate

      

      When we arrive at Libby’s apartment, I decide to leave my bag in the Jeep so as not to appear presumptuous. I hold her hand and take her keys as we walk to her door. I want to ravage her as soon as we walk through the door, but I’m forcing myself to move slower than that. We settle in on the couch after I get us both drinks and Libby changes into the cutest little t-shirt and flannel pants. How is that sexy? I have no clue, but it is. We decide to watch the movie playing on a local channel, and Libby cuddles up next to me.

      After about 10 minutes, Libby sighs and looks up at me, “Is something wrong, Nate? Did I do something?” Her striking eyes look confused and border on hurt. I realize then that in trying to slow things down so that I don’t push her too quickly tonight, I’ve actually made her think I don’t want her. Nothing could be further from the truth.
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      Libby

      

      Nate looks at me like I’ve grown two heads and I can instantly see that he had just been trying to slow things down for me.

      “Baby, believe me, there’s nothing wrong. Everything tonight is more than right. I want to kiss you and so much more. I wanted to take you up against the door the second we walked in, but I don’t want to rush things.”

      “Well, Mr. Morgan, how about we explore that kissing and so much more, and I’ll decide if I’m being pushed too far. Maybe we’ll save the ‘up against the door’ for another time,” I retort with a grin.

      In half a second Nate’s lips are on mine and his hands are under my shirt. His hands are big and warm and my breasts feel heavy in anticipation of his touch. Nate gets up and turns off all the lights, but leaves a small one on. “So I can see every bit of you,” he says as he comes back to me and kneels in front of me between my legs. With a smirk and a questioning eyebrow he indicates to my shirt. I reply with a smile and nod. He removes my shirt and the silence around us is broken by a deep growl that reverberates in his chest when he sees my black lacy bra. He kisses my stomach with his warm lips and his tongue flicks into my belly button causing me to shiver. His hands skim up my rib cage and then fill with my breasts. He murmurs something about a perfect handful and reaches behind me to undo the clasp. The cool air assaults my nipples and I feel like I’m about to hyperventilate in anticipation of what is to come.

      Nate whispers, “You are so fucking gorgeous,” right before his mouth is on me. His tongue is hot and demanding as he moves from one nipple to the other. There’s no mistaking my moan and it seems to send him into a frenzy. He’s all tongue and teeth and then he’s kissing me again. He tears away, breathlessly, “Libby, baby, are you okay with more? Do you want to stay here or go to your room? You’re in the lead here, pretty girl.”

      “My room.”
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      Nate

      

      As I lay Libby down on her bed, I’m mesmerized by her beauty. Several months ago, I only knew this woman from what Nicky told me, and now I’m head over heels in love with her. Libby’s eyes are calling me like a siren calls ships to rocks. Her dark hair is spilling from its updo and is spread all around her. She is so fucking perfect, I have no thoughts other than getting my hands and mouth back on her gorgeous body. I don’t know if we’re going to have sex tonight and that’s okay, but I have to see this woman, my Libby, come apart again. I slide those flannel pajama bottoms down her legs and almost come in my boxers when I see that lacey black thong. My head feels faint as I drag her thong down to expose her. “God, Libby, I want my mouth on you.” I see apprehension in her eyes, but I also see love and trust and a hint of that sex kitten I know is in there, so she gives a little nod. I kiss her inner thighs and then my mouth is on her. Libby almost comes off the bed. I push her hips down with one hand while my tongue travels over her. As my tongue and lips continue to work, I add a finger and groan at how tight she is. I can tell that Libby isn’t going to last much longer. The sweet sounds coming from her are the hottest things I’ve ever heard, and I’m right there to hold her as she shatters.

      I cuddle up to Libby on the bed, but once she recovers she stands up and has me sit on the bed. She removes my shirt, kisses my chest, and runs a timid finger over my nipples. She pushes me to lay back and dots kisses all along my torso, dipping her tongue in my belly button. “Nate, I have no idea what I’m doing, but I want to taste you too. Can I?” Libby sweetly asks me.

      “Libby, sweetheart, you can do anything you want to do to me.” Her pretty little hands shake as they unbutton my jeans. She slides my pants down. My boxer briefs are massively tented as Maverick strains to meet her. She licks her pretty pink lips and chuckles nervously.

      “Libby, baby, you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do.” I say this to her, but my mind and Maverick are screaming at me to shut the fuck up and just let her do it.

      “No, Nate, I want to. I just don’t know where to start!” she says with a giggle. I help her out by yanking my boxers down and kicking them toward the corner. I almost pass out as her soft fingers grasp my length and move up and down.

      “Can I taste you, Nate?”

      Sweet baby Jesus, yes, please. I strangle out a “yes” and watch as her sweet tongue flicks over me.

      “Show me how to touch you, Nate.”

      I form her hand around me and guide her hand up and down. Libby finds a rhythm then adds that perfect mouth. She’s timid, but with each stroke she takes me deeper. I watch her gorgeous head bob up and down as my length plays hide and seek in and out of her mouth. The tingly tight feeling starts and I know I’m not going to last much longer.

      “Libby, baby, I don’t want to come in your mouth so you need to stop. Libby, shit, please stop or I’m not going to be able to keep it together. Shit, Libby.” Libby looked those perfect eyes up at me with a nod of ascent, and I felt myself let go in her mouth with a groan.

      Damn, I didn’t want to do that, but it felt so good. Libby had a bit of a panicked look on her face and I realized she wasn’t going to be a swallower. “Go rinse and spit, baby!” I said with a chuckle. She dashed to the bathroom and I heard the water running. Even during such intimate times, my girl keeps me smiling.

      When she returned, I pulled the covers down and we climbed in. I pulled her backside up against me and wrapped my arms around her. I kissed her neck and whispered, “Best. Night. Ever. I love you, Libby.” She wiggled her bottom against me and giggled, “The night’s not over yet, Nathaniel. I may have more I want to explore.” See, secret sex kitten I tell ya.
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      Libby

      

      I realize that after two orgasms of my own, learning how to give a blow job, and deciding between spit and swallow, I should be exhausted. But we’ve been asleep for a couple hours, and I’m awake now, and I want more Nate. I’m snuggled up with a gorgeous, perfect man who LOVES ME, and I love him more than I ever thought I could. He is the man I want to share this with. I’m scared I’ll pale in comparison to his other partners, but I want to experience all that Nate and I can be.

      “Nate, are you awake?” A low sound like the cross between a growl and a chuckle rumbles behind me and Nate’s sleepy voice rasps, “Yes, baby, your bottom grinding up against me tends to wake me up. What’s going on in that pretty little head of yours?” I roll over so I can look into the endless blue of his eyes.

      “I want you to make love to me, Nate.” I have never been so sure of my words before in my life.

      Nate brings a hand up to sweep hair from my face.  “Libby, are you sure? I want nothing more than to love on you, but I want you to be sure. I’m not going anywhere, baby. We can wait.”

      I lean forward to kiss him and reach down to run my hand along his length, which has already taken great interest in this conversation. “I’ve never been more positive of anything, Nate. Please love me.”
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      Nate

      

      Libby is my one true love. There is no chance that I will ever love anyone else. I want nothing more than to share this moment with her. I’m scared shitless that I’ll screw it up, or it won’t be good for her (let’s face it, even if it’s bad, it will still be good for me). I’m determined to love her long and slow. I want this to be perfect for her.

      She must notice my apprehension; she holds my face in her hands, “Nate, we love each other. Our love making can’t be anything but special because it’s OURS. Now, love me, Nate Morgan.” And, with those words, I fall in love with my Libby a shit ton more.
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      Libby

      

      In my fantasies, one day, Nate will take me hard and fast. Against doors, on all fours, me on top, in the shower, etc. But, since we’re just getting warmed up, tonight I need our first time to be slow and gentle. I know it may be painful and awkward since it’s been so long for me, but that just means we’ll have to practice a lot to perfect it. Since we’re both still naked from earlier, Nick grabs me up in his arms and kisses me until I can barely catch my breath. The love I feel between the two of us is thick and hot and glorious.

      “Libby, I want this to be good, and I hate the thought of hurting you.” Nate, the man who has been with more women than he can count or remember and more women than I ever want to think about again, looks positively scared to death to take this next step with me. His hand travels down my body and finds my wet center. His eyes close as he continues to touch me and his mouth seeks out a nipple. I didn’t think it was possible to be any more turned on than I already was, but I was clearly wrong. My body feels ramped into overdrive, all pistons firing, anxiously anticipating Nate’s next move. His mouth travels to my neck and his breath is hot on me as he whispers, “I just want this to be perfect for you because I love you so much.” Nate grabs a condom that I hadn’t even noticed he’d laid on the nightstand. He rips it open with his teeth and I watch in awestruck wonder at the beauty of him as he rolls it down his length and he kneels between my legs.

      “Nate, it will be good because we’re together, you love me, and I know you’d never purposely hurt me. Plus, what I have to compare it to guarantees it will be fabulous. Love me, please. I want this. I want you.” Nate’s warmth engulfs me as he takes his place between my legs. With the weight of his hot body on mine, I let my legs fall to the side, giving him more room.

      “Libby-girl, this may not be a ‘first’ but I want it to be a ‘last’. I love you, baby. Ready?” At my nod, Nate leans in and captures my lips with his as he fills me in one smooth thrust. I moan at this new fullness. I stop for a slight moment and savor the complete rightness of having Nate inside me. His arms, as he holds himself up, begin to shake and I thrust my hips up slightly to meet his. With that movement, Nate relaxes and begins to move. We find a glorious rhythm and I revel in Nate’s whispers at my ear and his kisses on my neck.

      Before Nate, sex was an expected practice in which I found no pleasure, only contempt and hurt and loss. With Nate, I’m transported, as if I’m flying, to another world. Nate’s body above me, his arms surrounding me, the heat flowing from us, the sounds of our bodies moving together, the friction of our sweat-slicked skin. In this new world, everything is better, and I never want to leave. As long as Nate is by my side, I’ll stay here forever.

      We ride out our releases together and Nate collapses on top of me with a thorough kiss. “That was awesome, Lib, but I definitely think we should try to get in as much practice as possible.”

      Mmmmm, me too. I shivered at the chill I felt when Nate left me. We stumbled to the bathroom where we both cleaned up and then we climbed back into bed. “You were right, Nate. Best. Night. Ever.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            61

          

        

      

    

    
      Nate

      

      I am totally fucked. I have no hope or desire to ever love anyone else. I want nothing more than to spend my life with this woman I’m holding in my arms. I may be jumping the gun a bit here, but I’m thinking my mom may get me married off and making babies sooner than I would have ever believed before I met Libby. My wandering mind comes back and I pull Libby closer to me, I never want to leave this bed. However, it is Sunday, and I know our parents will be at church along with half of Torey Hope.

      Since I’m feeling all smiley and possessive and I want to show my girl off, I whisper in Libby’s ear, “Hey, sweetness, what do you say we get up and get ready for church? I want to walk in holding your hand so everyone knows you’re mine.”

      Libby moans and grumbles, but smiles slightly, “You want to show me off, huh? Well, when you put it that way, I guess I could get ready. However, if I’m looking at the time correctly, we have more than enough time to get some practice in before we shower.”

      That’s my girl. “Have I created my own little sex kitten, Libby? You have something in particular in mind for our practice session?”

      Libby blushed, but looked me in the eyes and said, “I want to be on top if that’s alright.”

      “I’m pretty sure that can be arranged,” I grinned at her. I had to chuckle when Libby stated that we both had to brush our teeth first, but my sense of humor faded into desire as I watched us standing in front of the mirror, totally naked, brushing our teeth. Libby’s hair was all kinds of sexy messed up, her eyes sleepy but anxious, her lips swollen from all of our kisses. I’m prolonging my normal brushing routine to watch her perfect body as she brushes her teeth, and I take in her gorgeous curves. I notice her eyes taking me in, too, and I feel Maverick twitch and start to wake up. We quickly finish our teeth and race back to bed.

      “This is all you, Libby, I’m letting you set the pace here. You take whatever you want.” I laid down and let Libby crawl up over me. Our kisses started minty and sweet, but as our hands roamed over each other they turned sexy and steamy. Libby nipped at my lips and soothed the sting with her tongue as she reached down to grasp me in her hot little hand. She reached over to grab another condom and almost expertly rolled it down my length. Once finished, she moved to straddle me again. She raised herself over me and sank down on a moan. Libby on top of me had to be the most erotic thing I’ve ever experienced in my life. No other sexual experience could have ever prepared me for this moment. The feel of our skin together, the look of ecstasy on Libby’s face as she closed her eyes and savored the moment. I couldn’t take it, I needed her under me. A quick flip, a gasp of surprise from Libby, and we were in a much better position, in my opinion. I don’t think Libby had any complaints either as the sound of her moaning my name filled the room.
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      Libby

      

      We washed each other in the shower, but no more sex because I was super sore and we were now running late. Luckily, our church is casual and Nate had some jeans and a decent shirt in his Jeep. While I got ready, Nate made us bagels and juice and added a side of ibuprofen to mine. What a sweet man.

      I settled on a denim dress with a belted waist and a pair of boots. I did a quick makeup job and let my hair air dry. I was happy to be walking into church with Nate. But my face flushed every time I thought about our activities of last night. And this morning. I hoped that no one noticed my red cheeks. Nate held my hand and leaned into whisper into my ear more than once. His arm around me during the service felt natural and perfect and safe. I couldn’t help but notice Nicky kept looking at us with his signature big grin. Cindy Morgan was a little less obvious, but I caught her beaming at us throughout the service. I think Nicky and Cindy were almost as happy as Nate and me.
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      Nate

      

      Our appearance, together, at church was well-received, and I felt as proud as a peacock having Libby next to me and holding her hand. She came to lunch with my family, but I think it was almost more for Nicky than for me. I thought my brother’s face was going to split in two from his huge smile. Either that or he was going to bounce away in excitement. I love Libby and how well she fits right into my family. She’s so perfect with Nicky. I think my mom was almost in tears watching the three of us during lunch.

      I was on my way back from the restroom when I stopped to take in the picture in front of me. Nicky and Libby were seated side-by-side, heads together, giggling like little kids. I have no clue what they were talking about or what made them laugh, but it was as close to perfect as I could have ever imagined. The very first love of my life, my brother, laughing and having fun and being loved by the greatest love of my life. Libby and Nick looked up at me, eyes sparkling, and the love I saw pouring from those two faces was almost more than I could stand.

      As I dropped Libby off at her apartment, I asked if she wanted to get together tomorrow after work. “Audrey and I have a therapy session tomorrow, can you pick me up at her house?”

      “Sure thing, is 6:00 okay?” Libby said 6:00 was fine then leaned in and kissed me. “Thank you, Nate, for everything. This has been the best weekend; you made it absolutely truly perfect. I’m looking forward to many, many more.”

      “Libby, this was just the first of many, many weekends and time spent together. If I have my way, we will have an infinite number of weekends together. I just hope painting and coaching keeps me busy tomorrow so I don’t spend the whole day thinking about kissing you!” With a final kiss, Libby walked her sweet little butt into her apartment.
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      Audrey

      

      One of the things Beth and I do at therapy is work on standing up for ourselves (in Beth’s case) and for others (in my case). We do a lot of role playing. The therapist had us role play today. I had to bully Beth so she could practice standing up for herself. This was really hard for me now that I recognized how badly I had treated Beth. Purposely playing the bully in our role playing was a true test of all that I was learning. But, knowing that it was helping Beth made it a little easier.

      Our homework was role playing for me to practice standing up for others. I wanted to take Nicky to the movies or for pizza, but I feared I’d seize up if someone insulted him around me or insulted me for being with him. One thing I admire about Nick is his confidence and ability to stand up for himself, but I don’t want to be a bystander who lets a friend be insulted; I need to be able to stand up for Nicky (or anyone else) if someone insults him.
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      Libby

      

      We got back to Audrey’s apartment after our therapy session about 5:30. Since Nate wasn’t going to pick me up until 6:00pm, we decided to do our role playing homework. I know Audrey really wants to get comfortable with this so she can take Nicky to the movies and pizza. I know she’s working hard for this. For Nicky.

      Before role playing, however, Audrey narrowed her eyes and studied me.

      “What are you looking at, Audrey?”

      “You totally had sex with Nathaniel Morgan! Don’t even try to deny it!”

      I started to protest, but my cheeks flared, and all I could do is smile a mischievous grin. “Maybe I did and maybe I didn’t. Okay, I did! Audrey, it was absolutely perfect. I love him so much.” A year ago, I never would have believed that I’d be in love with a fabulous man, having outstanding sex, and gushing to my sister about it.

      Audrey wanted details, but I felt like that would be betraying what Nate and I shared, so I refused. Audrey relented after about 15 minutes of badgering me. She jokingly said we could also use this as homework to build up my resistance to her persistence. We finally put aside my sex life so we could finish our role playing.

      Role playing isn’t my favorite activity. In fact, I despise it, but it’s a good way to let the other person practice responses in certain situations. And, since this was going to help Audrey be able to take Nicky out for a fun night, I did it. Anything for Nicky.

      “Oh, hi, Audrey! I haven’t seen you forever, girl! Who’s your friend?” I said in my character voice. I always play Sara when I’m being a mean girl and I make my voice as obnoxious as possible.

      “Hi, Sara, this is my friend, Nick Morgan.” Audrey replied, playing her role.

      “Um, Audrey, why would you be out with a guy like him? He’s retarded, Audrey! That’s so gross!” It took all of my determination to play this role. I hated it. I was disgusted using that word, but I knew it was what Audrey would face, so I had to make it as real as possible.

      “Please, Sara, the r-word is derogatory and offensive, and I’m asking you to not call my friend that. And, like I said, Nick is my friend and we don’t need to be insulted by you. Come on Nick, let’s get our pizza. Have a nice evening, Sara.”

      Well, that went well, however, I’m really glad it’s over. I always feel bad after I play that part. But I’m glad it’s helping Audrey stand up for others. This is good. For Nicky.
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      Nate

      

      I felt like I’d been punched in the gut; the earth felt like it shifted underneath me. I walked to Audrey’s door and heard voices floating through. I heard my sweet Libby say, and I quote, “Um, Audrey, why would you be out with a guy like him? He’s retarded, Audrey! That’s so gross!”

      Without even thinking, I turned and jogged to my Jeep. I couldn’t believe it, and I couldn’t be around Elizabeth right now. I texted her that I was suddenly sick to my stomach, which wasn’t a lie, and I wasn’t going to be able to see her tonight. I drove to my parents’ house to spend the evening with them and Nicky. I guess I was wrong about Elizabeth. How had I misjudged her so badly? Was it all just an act for me? She seemed to truly love me. She seemed to truly care about Nicky and her other students. How could she be saying such hurtful things about Nicky? All my life I’d avoided people who were rude to Nick or who judged him. My heart was breaking, but I was going to have to let Elizabeth go. For Nicky.
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      Libby

      

      Nate: I suddenly feel sick to my stomach. I won’t be able to see you tonight.

      

      Wow! Nate must really be sick. His texts usually have lots of xoxo’s and at least an “I love you, Libby-girl!” but this was a very sparse text.

      

      Libby: Darn it! I was looking forward to our evening. Feel better soon. I love you.

      

      I worried about Nate all night, especially when he never replied back to my text.

      By the end of the week I was beyond worried. I was hurt and angry. Nate wasn’t answering my phone calls, and he was only giving one and two word replies to my texts. He said he was still feeling ill and was just really busy with team stuff. When I asked to see him, he’d have some excuse. I was feeling sick myself. I was so confused. I love this man; I gave him myself, he showed me off at church, we talked about a future, and now he’s ignoring me? I’m crushed and heartbroken and pissed. Was it all just an act? A lie to sleep with me? Was I just another one of his girls he used for sexual release?

      I felt a surge of hope on Friday night when a text buzzed on my phone. But the words were like a knife to my heart.

      

      Nate: Elizabeth, I can’t do this anymore. I heard the hateful words you said to Audrey about Nicky. I loved you beyond measure, and I trusted you, but you are truly no better than your bully of a sister if you’d use such hurtful words against Nicky or anyone like him. You sure had me going though. I thought you were the love of my life, but I was wrong. So very wrong. The thought of you ever saying those words to Nicky or where he could hear them, it tears me apart to think of how crushed he would be. So, for Nicky, I can’t see you again.

      

      I couldn’t breathe. I dropped my phone and let the tears come. Hours later, I woke with a pounding headache and a broken heart. What just happened? I’m totally lost. I attempt to call Nate, but it says the number is no longer in service. My heart sinks as I realize he’s changed his number. I’ve lost him and I don’t even know what caused this.
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      Nicky

      

      “Miss Audrey, why is Miss Elizabeth so sad? And why is Nate so mad and sad? Why aren’t they spending time together? Nate says that Miss Elizabeth said mean things, but she couldn’t have because she’s not mean. I don’t like seeing them sad.”

      “Nicky, I don’t have answers to those questions right now, but I’m determined to figure them out because I don’t like seeing them sad either.” Miss Audrey replied to me with a sad look on her face. I really hoped we could fix things with Nate and Miss Elizabeth. I loved them both very much and it made me very unhappy to see them so upset.
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      Nate

      

      It’s been a month since I heard those horrible words come from Elizabeth’s mouth. I am resolved to the fact that I can’t possibly be with someone who could potentially hurt my brother and others. And, she hurt me so much too. But, God, I miss her so much. I’m miserable. I wish I could go back to that day and not hear those words. If I could have been 5 minutes later, I never would have heard what she said. I know it would still be bad because she still said them, but if I didn’t hear them maybe I could have continued on like the fool in love that I was. Because now I’m just a heartbroken fool and it sucks ass. Everyone around me knows something is wrong, but I refuse to talk about it. I can’t have Nicky crushed by hearing what Elizabeth said. I go to work and go home. I don’t even go play basketball because I’m so tense that I’m afraid I’ll lash out at the guys I play with. I spend every evening and weekend in a heartbroken fog of too much TV and too much sleep. My brain says I did the right thing, but my heart says I made the stupidest mistake of my life by letting her go. Could I have handled it differently? Should I have handled it differently?





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/fornickyebook.jpg





OEBPS/images/torey-hope-box-set-2022-copy.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo-smaller.jpg





