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  HIDDEN DESIRES




  by




  Susan K. Droney




  Chapter 1




  Sage stood up and stretched her cramped legs. Sitting in front of a computer screen all day was not her idea of fun, but it paid the bills—well, it paid rent to her parents with whom she still lived. She longed for a place of her own, but rents were high and her income was low. It was one of the reasons she’d handed in her resignation a month ago. She hated leaving this place. It was an easy job with low stress and she enjoyed the friendship of her two co-workers, but if she and Ryan were going to find a decent place to live after they married, she needed a job which paid more. Ryan was doing all he could to further their financial security, but four years of college had left him with nothing but a stack of loans, and no prospects to further his dream of someday becoming a film producer in California. Until they could get out from under the mound of bills, their dream to move to California would be put on hold. That, coupled with the fact Sage really didn’t want to leave Buffalo, until she was certain her mother would be safe, added to her worries.




  Sage gazed out of the window, longing to be outside in the fresh air as she watched people hurrying up and down the busy street. In a lot across the street four husky teenaged boys shot hoops, while a group of younger children played tag. She shifted her attention to her friends, who were busy at their computers. Heather Sims and Debbie Collins were as different as day and night. Heather was the quieter and more serious of the two, but she had an engaging personality once one got to know her. She was olive-skinned, green-eyed and plain, and wouldn’t ordinarily cause anyone to give her a second glance if it weren’t for her long, jet-black hair, which she wore straight and loose. The right men always seemed to elude her, but she never gave up hope that someday soon Mr. Right would come along. Sage knew when he did, he’d find a warm and generous woman in Heather.




  Debbie, on the other hand, was outgoing, fun loving, petite, blonde, blue-eyed and beautiful. She knew her looks and sexuality, which she had no problem using to her advantage, could get her just about any man she set her sights on, and she had confided more than once to Heather and Sage that her favorite pastime was sex. If a man couldn’t satisfy her, then any other assets he may possess didn’t matter. She’d shared intimate details about many of her exploits, not caring whether Heather and Sage wanted to hear. Sage didn’t, but Heather seemed eager to hear every detail. Sage, usually red-faced, ignored what Debbie would say, but deep down inside wondered if Debbie truly did all the things she professed. Still, Debbie had a heart of gold and Sage valued her friendship.




  Heather clicked off her computer monitor. “I’m glad this day’s over. Two days of freedom!”




  “You said it,” Sage agreed.




  “Debbie, did you finish the Fulton contract?” Heather asked. “If not, I’ll give you a hand so you’re not stuck here too much past five.”




  “Ten minutes ago, but thanks.” Debbie shut down her computer, then turned and looked at Sage. “So, this is really your last day. It’s not going to be the same around here without you.” She made a sad face.




  Sage laughed. “I’m going to miss you two, but if Ryan and I ever hope to start a life together, we need more money and, as much as I love this job, I have to go where I can make more.”




  “Instead of you paying rent to your parents and Ryan paying rent for his apartment, why don’t you two just move in together? What’s the big deal about having to be married first? I’ve never understood your reluctance.” Debbie wrinkled her nose. “No one waits to have sex anymore. Besides, what if he’s not what you expect in bed?”




  Sage frowned. “I’m old-fashioned. I don’t want to live with him until I’m his wife. I’m sure he’ll be everything and more on our wedding night.” She couldn’t tell them the real truth. She’d tried on several occasions, but the right words always evaded her. They’d probably think her a freak.




  Her dreams of making love with Ryan haunted her nightly, but then her father’s accusing image interrupted her dreams, destroying her beautiful visions, twisting them into something filthy and ugly, causing her to awaken in a sweat. The truth was the thought of actually making love terrified her. Ryan didn’t even know the truth behind her reluctance, and she assumed he went along with her outdated morals out of love and respect for her, but in the back of her mind she worried how long he would wait before needing something more than a few passionate kisses. Or had he waited?




  When they were together, she found herself almost succumbing to him as her need, even if she didn’t quite understand what that need was, intensified. She always managed to pull back at the crucial moment, with her father’s condemning words mentally ringing in her ears. That’s all it took to turn her from a hungering, passionate woman into an icy cold creature.




  Heather’s eyes narrowed. “Come on, Sage, level with us. You aren’t still a virgin, are you? Haven’t we taught you anything in the past four years?”




  Sage rolled her eyes. “Why is it so taboo? It wasn’t very long ago it was a virtue to be a virgin on your wedding night.”




  Heather laughed. “What century?”




  “You’ve never even had oral sex or been fingered?” Debbie asked. “I know we tease you a lot, Sage, but come on, tell us the truth. You have to have done something.”




  Sage’s face grew warm. “No, I haven’t.” She avoided Debbie’s penetrating eyes. “I think it’s time we changed the subject now.”




  “Okay, just one more question first. You’ve at least seen his cock, haven’t you? I mean even if it isn’t big, how he uses it is what counts. Remember that.”




  “Debbie, you’re so bad!” Heather squealed as she stared at Sage, apparently eager for her answer.




  Sage’s face burned. “Okay, this conversation is officially over.”




  “I’m sorry. I’m just teasing…well, not about the size thing, but anyway, what are your plans tonight? Are you and Ryan celebrating the end of your old job and the beginning of the new?”




  Sage smiled, relieved Debbie had changed the topic. “We’re going out, but not planning anything special. Probably dinner and a movie. Ryan wanted to splurge on tickets to the theater, but I talked him out of it.”




  “He must be quite a guy,” Debbie persisted. “I mean—how many men in this day and age would wait until marriage for a little dessert?”




  She should have known Debbie wouldn’t let the topic drop. “Ryan understands my values and he respects them. It's what makes us so compatible.”




  Debbie’s eyebrows shot up. “He’s not a virgin, too, is he?”




  Sage’s face grew warm again. “Come on…back off. This is definitely a forbidden subject. You both knew from the day we met the topic of sex is off limits with me. I’ll discuss anything but sex.” The truth was Sage had no idea whether Ryan was a virgin or not. They had never discussed it, but she had always assumed he was. Now she wasn’t so sure. She envied Debbie and Heather since they'd had the luxury of becoming childhood friends, then secured jobs in the same company. There didn't seem to be any topic off limits to them.




  Heather, who’d been reclining in her chair, leaned forward. “It was until we knew you were leaving. We figured eventually you’d start sharing some details of your sex life with us since we’d become such close friends and shared with you.”




  “Not going to happen,” she said with a wink. “Besides, I never asked either of you to tell me anything. In fact, much of it I wish I’d never heard. And just because I’m leaving this job doesn’t mean I’m leaving my friendship with you two behind.”




  Debbie sighed. “I guess we may as well give up, Heather. She’s never going to tell us. So, what are your plans tonight?” she asked turning her attention to Heather.




  “I’ve got to go over to my aunt’s house and help clean out her attic.”




  “Boring!”




  “Actually, it’s not. She has some cool stuff packed away up there, and I get to take what I want. Who knows what I’ll find…could be some mysterious family secrets buried away.”




  “It still sounds boring to me.”




  “Maybe so, but if I psyche myself up, I’ll be able to get through the night with Aunt Tess. If I hear one more time how Uncle Matt was an unrecognized war hero whom the army overlooked, I swear I’ll scream. I have my own suspicions about him, and who knows, I might just find out the truth. Still, it would be nice to find a treasure worth something more than a couple of bucks.”




  “You’re a dreamer.” Debbie smacked her lips. “I’m glad I’m going out dancing. There’s a new band I’ve been dying to hear and they’re playing at Mandy’s. From the publicity they’ve been getting, I wouldn’t be surprised if some big record producer signs them.”




  “You’re going to Chippewa?” Heather asked. “Tony strikes me as more of a wings and beer kind of guy, hanging out at the sports bars. The last time I saw him at Decades, he looked like he wanted to be anywhere but there.”




  Debbie laughed. “Believe me, sports bars are where he likes to be, but since I love dancing, he’s agreed that twice a month he’ll take me to the club to dance. Good music and close dancing always puts me in the mood. Which reminds me, I’ve got to stop at the pharmacy to pick up some condoms.”




  Heather laughed. “What doesn’t put you in the mood?”




  Debbie feigned shock.




  “Tony must be quite a guy.”




  “He is—in bed anyway.”




  “You’ve been seeing him for awhile now. I think you’ve set a record.”




  “He satisfies me totally in all areas, but I don’t need a Tony, Jr., and he can’t be relied on to bring protection.”




  “Why do you need condoms when you use birth control?” Sage naively asked.




  “I don’t want to catch anything. I don’t know who the hell he may have slept with.”




  “Doesn’t that bother you?”




  Debbie shrugged, but Sage sensed from the look in her eyes it did. Maybe Tony was the man she’d been searching for. Lately he seemed to be the only guy she ever talked about. To know he was sleeping around had to bother her on some level, though. She’d be devastated if Ryan ever did that to her.




  “I’m just happy for the times we are together. He’s not the type of man to be tied down, but if he was I’d hope to be the one he chose.”




  “What would you do if you got pregnant?” Heather asked.




  “That’s why I use protection. If I did get pregnant, though, I would keep the baby with or without Tony’s help. I may be today’s woman, but I could never destroy something conceived from love.”




  “Did you ever consider what Tony’s reaction would be?”




  “I don’t know, and hope I won’t find out.”




  “I’ve learned a lot from you two, and I’m going to miss seeing the both of you every day,” Sage said.




  Heather smiled. “Hey, you’d better stay in touch.”




  “We’ll keep our girls night out. Just the three of us like always,” Debbie added. “We’ll need to catch up on all the current news in your life, Sage.”




  “Of course.” Sage picked up her personal items and placed them in her bag. Her eyes, brimming with tears, swept around the office for the final time. It was hard leaving the only two friends she’d ever really had. She hoped they’d always remain friends, but she knew how people tended to drift in and out of one another’s lives, meaning to stay forever, but then being uprooted and becoming so busy in the world, time slipped by and those who were once held so precious just became a vague memory.




  Heather and Debbie joined her at her desk.




  She stood up and scooped Debbie and Heather into her arms. “You two are the best friends anyone could have.”




  * * * *




  As Sage slowly walked the block home from her bus stop in the early spring sunshine, her heart felt lighter than it had in months. She loved spring with everything fresh and new. It was a time for new beginnings and it filled her heart with the hope anything was possible. When she arrived at her simple but comfortable home, her mother greeted her at the door. Loni Ralston was definitely an old-fashioned woman and had welcomed her home this way ever since Sage was a small child, watching out of the window as Sage bounded off of the school bus each afternoon and even now, she sometimes treated Sage like she was still that child. Loni had devoted her life to keeping house and cooking fabulous meals for her family. If she’d had any dreams of her own, she’d never mentioned them, and appeared content staying at home taking care of her family’s needs. Sometimes Sage saw a sadness, or maybe it was a longing, in her mother’s eyes. Had she lost her dreams somewhere along the way?




  “Sage, you must be starved! I saved your dinner. Sit down and I’ll get it for you.”




  Sage smiled brightly at her mother. Loni was still slim and attractive with barely a wrinkle, and Sage had always envied her mother’s creamy complexion. Sage had gotten her auburn hair and green eyes from her mother. She hoped she’d always be as energetic as her mother still was. She never seemed to tire, and Sage rarely recalled a time her mother wasn’t cooking or sewing.




  “Mom, thanks, but I’m really not hungry. Heather and Debbie took me out to lunch and I ate more than I should’ve.” She followed her mother into the cramped, dimly lit kitchen. “Did Ryan call?”




  “Yes, and he said he’d call back later. How are Heather and Debbie?” She set Sage’s dinner on the table as Sage reached for the phone. “They seem like such nice girls. I’ll bet you’ll miss not working with them.”




  “They’re fine, and yes, I really will miss talking to them everyday.” Sage looked into her mother’s eyes. Again the longing look was there. Was she lonely? She had to be. She never talked to anyone outside of Sage and Sage’s father, Matt. Her parents seldom socialized. If Loni longed for female companionship, she’d never cultivated any friendships, so Sage had always assumed her mother enjoyed, for the most part, the life she had carved out for herself.




  She smiled. “I hope you three will stay in touch. Now eat your dinner before it gets cold. Ryan can wait a little longer.”




  “Mom, I’m really not hungry. I told you I had a huge lunch, but thanks for saving it for me.”




  “Okay, honey. I’ll wrap it up. If you’re hungry later, just pop it into the microwave.”




  “Thanks.” She carried the cordless phone with her into the living room and punched in Ryan’s number. “I’m home now. What time do you want to pick me up? Okay—love you, too.” Sage clicked off the phone with a smile on her lips, then turned seeing her father looking at her with an annoyed expression on his face. “Hello, Dad,” she said with a bright smile.




  “Sage, why were you rude to your mother?”




  “I wasn’t,” she replied, watching the familiar dark cloud pass over his face. He had his fighting face on, and she wasn’t in the mood. She walked toward the staircase. “I’ve got to change.”




  “Don’t walk away from me when I’m speaking to you!”




  “I didn’t realize you hadn’t finished.” She turned, facing him.




  “I have plenty to say!” His gaze stayed fixed on her. “Don’t you appreciate anything your mother does for you?”




  “Of course I do, but I’m not hungry. I don’t see what the problem is. Mom’s not upset.”




  “I’m beginning to think you don’t appreciate anything anyone does for you. You’ve had it too easy your entire life.”




  Sage fought to control her temper. “That's the problem, Dad. You and Mom still treat me like a little girl. Look at me…come on, take a good look. Damn it, I’m a grown woman!” She shook her head, then hurried up the stairs to her bedroom. She rummaged through her closet, found a casual outfit, then took a quick shower.




  Twenty minutes later, when she came downstairs, her parents were waiting for her in the living room.




  “Don’t tell me you’re going out again tonight,” her father said sarcastically.




  “Ryan’s picking me up in a few minutes.”




  “Call him and cancel. We need to talk.”




  Sage let her breath out in a rush. “I don’t want to cancel. We can talk later…I’ll be home early.” She put the palm of her hand on her forehead. “I don’t want to argue. I’m getting a headache. I need to get some fresh air.”




  “I said we are going to have a talk—now!”




  “Dad, I’m twenty-two years old! Please quit treating me like a child. When are you going to wake up and realize I’ve grown up?”




  “You are not going anywhere tonight. I forbid it!”




  “Dad, I’m an adult. I said we can talk when I get back. Goodnight, Dad…Mom.” She walked towards the front door. “I won’t be too late.” As she grasped the doorknob, her father’s heavy hands grabbed her shoulders and swung her around.




  “You’re going to show some respect around here, Sage! You seem to forget whose house this is.”




  She winced as her father’s fingers dug deep into her flesh. “How can I forget when you constantly remind me? I do pay rent, remember? That alone should prove I’m a responsible adult.” She tried to squirm out of his grasp. “You’re hurting me, damn it! Get your hands off of me!”




  “What did I tell you about swearing?” He removed a hand from her shoulder, but before she could turn, the back of his hand cracked across her mouth.




  “You bastard!” she cried as her hand flew to her lips. “You promised.”




  He removed his other hand from her shoulder and, still glaring at her, moved back a few steps. “You’d better watch that mouth of yours.”




  “Matt, why?” Loni shouted, rushing to Sage. “Let me see.”




  “Stay away from her,” he demanded.




  “How could you do this?” Sage tasted the blood from her cut lip. “You’ve promised so many times, Dad, you’d never strike me or Mom ever again. You’re a liar!”




  “You made me do it! It’s your fault, not mine! I’ve tried to raise you to be a proper young woman, but you insist on acting like a whore, running around night after night with that good for nothing scum, doing only God knows what.”




  “There’s no use trying to reason with you.” She stomped out of the house.




  Chapter 2




  Loni stared in disbelief as the door slammed shut. “Matt, why?” she cried. “I thought that part of our life was behind us. You gave me your word it would never happen again!”




  She’d wanted to lash out at him and comfort her daughter, but had kept her silence as usual. She knew her husband too well and when he flew into one of his rages, it was best to keep quiet. It would have certainly only made matters worse for Sage if she had tried to defend her, but still it sickened her that she hadn’t. What kind of mother was she for subjecting her only child to this insane abuse all these years? But still, if she had defended her, Matt would have only inflicted more abuse on Sage. He wouldn’t tolerate being berated in front of his daughter, even though his behavior was extreme and unwarranted. Did Sage know how much she loved her and wanted her to have more out of life—more than she’d ever had or could possibly ever dream of having?




  Matt stood stiff, but showed no remorse. “Let’s see what’s on TV.”




  “No, Matt, you and I need to have a talk…right now.”




  “I’m not in the mood for any more talking. I’ll deal with Sage when she gets her ass home.”




  “We need to go back to therapy.”




  “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Just like before…only then I couldn’t defend myself, since you waited until I was too sick to know what you were doing.” His voice was cold.




  “Your job was on the line and the department made you go for help. I had nothing to do with the decision. You know it,” Loni stated quietly, masking her growing fear. His eyes simmered. “Your friends were all worried about you, Matt. You kept everything inside and built a wall around yourself. Anything we did was only to protect you.”




  “Protect me?” he sneered. “Yeah, some friends I had at the police department…rotten, backstabbing bastards, every one of them! And you,” he said, walking slowly towards her as he jabbed the air with his index finger. “You and Sage made me out to be some kind of raving lunatic! It’s a wonder they didn’t lock me up for good then and there. Accusing me of all sorts of things, when the only thing I was guilty of was providing for my family. I tried to give you and Sage a good life. You were happy until that brat came along!” He stopped, glared at her, and then continued walking towards her.




  “We were only trying to help you, not hurt you.” She kept her eyes focused on him as he drew closer. The evil, twisted look on his face terrified her. She’d seen the same look too many times. “I wanted you to be the man I’d married, not the stranger you’d become. What happened, Matt? What went wrong?”




  “You betrayed me.”




  “No, Matt, I didn’t. I knew what the force meant to you. I didn’t want to see you throw your career away, but that’s exactly what was happening. I was trying to protect you, not hurt you. You keep your anger bottled up inside and when it erupts, there’s no stopping you. Why can’t you talk about what’s bothering you?”




  “I’m no different than my father and his father. It’s you women who’ve changed. A woman needs to know her place.”




  “A woman has the right to her own feelings and opinions, Matt. A marriage should enhance one another’s strong points and work on the weak ones.”




  “You’ve never had to work a day in your life. You don’t know the pressures.”




  “Maybe I should’ve gotten a job or a career. I’m lonely, Matt. Has it ever occurred to you taking care of the house isn’t fulfilling?”




  “I know a lot of women who’d trade places with you in a minute.”




  “Maybe so, if other parts of their life are satisfying.”




  His eyes narrowed. “What the hell is that supposed to mean? You’re an ungrateful bitch!”




  Loni watched his eyes grow darker. “No, I’m grateful you provide so well for us.” Her bottom lip trembled as she saw his fist clench. “Just calm down.”




  “They ended up sacking me anyway. Not once did you stick up for me. You were ready to let me rot in the nut house. You don’t know what it’s like in there.” He shuddered.




  “No, I did defend you. I only wanted you to get the help you needed. I told everyone how well you always provided for Sage and me. You’re not listening to me, Matt. You don’t see you are your own worst enemy. You wouldn’t cooperate with any of the doctors. It wasn’t my fault. You know how many times I told you to do what the doctors suggested.”




  “You lying bitch! Do you take me for a fool? Not once did you try to fight to get me out! You never wanted me out.”




  “I don’t know what I can say to convince you I did everything in my power to help you.” She tried to steady her wobbly voice, but knew his last statement was true. “We don’t need to talk now. We can talk later. I’ll see what’s on TV tonight.” She saw the contempt in his dark, menacing eyes.




  “No. You started this and now I’m going to finish it.”




  “Please, Matt, don’t!” she screamed.




  * * * *




  Sage watched Ryan’s car make its way up the narrow street. He’d just braked when she jerked the door handle open and slid into the front seat, slamming the car door shut. She put her seatbelt on. “Let’s get out of here.” She turned her face to the window. She couldn’t let him see her lip. Her father had once again succeeded in humiliating her. Tears stung her eyes.




  Ryan stepped on the gas. “What’s the matter?”




  She sniffed as she faced him. “My father.”




  “God, Sage, did he do that to your lip?”




  She nodded.




  His jaw tightened. “I’m sorry, honey.” He gripped the steering wheel.




  She couldn’t hold back her tears any longer. She grimaced in pain as the salty tears fell on her lip. “I think he’s off his medication,” she said between sobs.




  “Don’t cry, baby.” He took a hand from the steering wheel and gently brushed her cheek with the back of it. “Will your mother be all right alone with him?”




  “She’ll calm him down. She always does.” She wasn’t convinced, however, her mother could do it this time. If she couldn’t, Sage didn’t know what she’d find when she arrived home later. Her mother was certainly no match for her father’s over two hundred fifty pounds and six-foot frame. The time had come to have a long talk with her mother and convince her to leave him. He’d never change. The old patterns were coming back to haunt the both of them, and Sage was determined not to live that nightmare again. She refused to live in constant fear of what her father might do. She’d had enough.




  Sage also knew part of her own reluctance to move out was her need to protect her mother. Every day now she agonized over her mother’s physical safety. Matt Ralston was like a time bomb ready to explode and when he finally did, she was afraid her mother wouldn’t survive. Her mother had done a good job of hiding most of her bruises from Sage through the years, but she couldn’t hide the ugly shouting matches which went on almost nightly, while Sage stayed burrowed under her blankets, trying to block out her father’s loud, harsh voice. After his strings of insults, it would grow quiet and that is when Sage worried the most. But the next morning her mother would be in her drab little kitchen with a bright smile for Sage, as though nothing unusual had happened the night before.




  Sage tried to shake off her disturbing thoughts. Her mother would be fine. In the past she’d always come through his violent episodes bruised and emotionally battered, but she’d survived. Not that Sage thought anyone deserved to live under those conditions, especially her mother, but leaving her father had to be her mother’s decision in the end. All Sage could do was talk to her and try to help her to see he wasn’t going to change for good, not because he couldn’t, but because he didn’t want to. By taking his abuse, her mother was condoning his behavior and letting him think he wasn’t accountable for his brutality. And it pissed Sage off.




  But when she’d look into those warm, gentle eyes, the same eyes that had soothed her when she was sick, had held pride at her accomplishments and sadness at her heartbreaks, she knew she couldn’t say anything. Fear was what kept her mother there; fear of the unknown.




  Sage had been so lost in her own thoughts she hadn’t even realized Ryan had pulled the car into the small lot next to the gas station where he worked as a mechanic. The owner had been kind enough to give him a small room upstairs of the garage which had been converted into a tiny apartment. Ryan had enthusiastically taken it in his quest to save money. He wouldn’t have to worry about gas for the car to drive to work. All he had to worry about was paying off his college loans and buying food.




  The smells of gasoline, oil and grease assaulted Sage’s nostrils as she walked inside the garage to a door near the back. He unlocked the door and she followed him up the short flight of stairs to another door at the top. He opened it and waited for her to enter before closing it behind them. Even though it was small, she loved this cozy room. It was quite a contrast to the smelly garage below. Ryan had painted the dingy walls and installed some carpeting he’d found at a closeout sale and made it homey and comfortable. The rest of his furnishings came from the Salvation Army. He’d decorated the walls with posters of his favorite movies and some of his own photography.




  Looking at his art, she wondered if he’d given up on his dream. He rarely talked about making films or spent any time taking still photographs. In fact, it had been ages since he’d even mentioned moving to California. She hoped he hadn’t become complacent with his life and given up on his dream. To Sage, losing one’s dream was akin to losing a part of one’s self. She vowed to work even harder to make his dream come true. His work was too good to be relegated someday to a stuffy attic and only seen again years in the future when someone happened across it. No, it deserved to be shared with the world.




  Ryan walked over to his compact refrigerator and pulled out a can of beer. Since Sage didn’t drink, he always kept a supply of soft drinks available for her. “Want a cola?”




  She shook her head. “I’m fine. I just need to clear my head.” She sat down on the lumpy pull-out sofa which also served as Ryan’s bed.




  He sat down next to her and put a comforting arm around her shoulder. “Let me see your lip.” He studied it for a full minute. “I’m sure it’ll heal before you start your new job.” He ripped the tab off his can of beer. “I can’t believe he hit you! You don’t know what I’d like to do to him right now. Give him a taste of his own medicine.”




  “He’s crazy. I hope this does heal before Monday or I won’t make a very good first impression with the other employees or my new boss.”




  “Everyone will love you.” He squeezed her shoulder. “How could they not?”




  She sighed, remembering the earlier conversation with Debbie and Heather. Had she become so comfortable with Ryan she hadn’t noticed maybe he wasn’t as happy as she’d presumed? Maybe it was time to take a stand. She’d spent her life listening to her father’s ugly, twisted views of what boys wanted from a girl and had let his views seep into her mind, believing what he’d said as the truth, but Ryan had never been that way. He’d never pressured her or asked for what she wasn’t willing to give him. The only way she could rid her mind of her father was to exorcize him from her thoughts. She’d allowed him to destroy almost every sense of normalcy in her life, and if she didn’t stop him now, he’d succeed in destroying what she and Ryan had been building. Without Ryan, she saw only a bleak, lonely future for herself.




  She studied his angular face. His warm smile and beautiful, deep set blue eyes and long lashes had captivated her heart six years ago and even now just looking at him took her breath away. She loved the way his muscles rippled under his t-shirt. She touched his large, calloused hand.




  “Ryan, do you ever get tired of me?”




  He laughed, then set his beer can down on the crate which served as a makeshift coffee table.




  “Where’s that coming from? If I was tired of you, why would I be working my butt off so we can be together someday?”




  She frowned. “We’ve never talked about sex.”




  “I thought we had. You want to wait, and I agreed.”




  “It's not what I mean.”




  “What then?” His forehead wrinkled as he pushed his too-long, curly blond hair from his brow.




  “Do you think I’m strange because I said I wanted to wait?”




  He smiled. “No. I feel honored I’m the lucky guy you’ve chosen to wait for.”




  “Would you have felt the same way about me if I’d slept with someone else?”




  He shrugged as he picked up his beer and took a gulp. “Of course, unless it was with my best friend or something. Then it might have made things awkward.”




  “So it doesn’t matter one way or another whether I’m a virgin or not?”




  “That’s not what I said, Sage. If you’d slept with someone before we met, then it would be in the past. Unless you had a disease or something which affected me now. Otherwise, why should it bother me when we’re together now?” He ran his fingers through her long auburn hair. “Besides, I’m glad you didn’t because, like I said, I think it’s amazing you have the morals you do.”




  She sighed again. “What about women who’ve been with several different partners? How do you feel about those women?”




  He took another drink of his beer before answering. “Well, if a girl slept around and had a bad reputation, then, in my opinion, I wouldn’t give her the time of day. But everyone is different. Some guys don’t mind. And some of the girls who sleep around end up in good relationships.” He shrugged his broad shoulders. “When it comes right down to it, I think it depends on the two people involved. As long as they are happy and truthful with each other, it’s really no one else’s business.”




  “I want to get married right away, Ryan. Let’s just take off this weekend and do it. We can elope. I’m tired of waiting,” she blurted out, surprising even herself.




  He raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Sage, we can’t. Come on…think about it. We need a license and, even more importantly, a place to live. Besides, I know you’ve always dreamed of having a wedding with family and friends. What’s really going on?”




  “I don’t care about any of that anymore.” Her eyes swept around the room. “I can stay here with you. I’m tired of waiting. What if we never make enough money?”




  He laughed loudly. “Oh, I’m sure you’d love coming and going through that greasy garage every day. Besides, I doubt Mr. Simpson would go for it.”




  “You could ask him,” she persisted. “Come on. Do it for us. He’d understand. It wouldn’t be forever, just until we can afford an apartment.”




  “I could ask him, but I won’t. I want something better for you than this place, Sage. You deserve better than this dump.”




  “Then let’s look for an apartment. I’ve been saving my money, and with the new job, I’ll be earning almost twice as much.”




  “We’d still end up living in a dump. By the time we paid for utilities—don’t forget how much it costs to heat a place in Buffalo in the winter—and food, what would be left? My college loans take most of my pay. We’d end up miserable. We’d get stuck in a rut and never get out, especially if you got pregnant or something.”




  “We wouldn’t need much. Just being together is enough for me.” Her eyes brightened.




  “And if you got pregnant, what would we do while you were off work? If I can barely support myself…how could I support you and a baby? Besides you should want more out of life than being a wife and mother.”




  His words stung. “I have plans for my life, if that’s what you’re insinuating,” she said coldly. “My life isn’t going to revolve only around taking care of a family.”




  “Look, I want to marry you, but I want to be able to support a family when we decide to have kids. You’re upset, as you have a right to be about what your father did, and I don’t want you to go back home tonight, but running off and getting married isn’t going to solve the problem with your father. I know your mother devoted her life to him, and where has it gotten her?”




  “I don’t know, but I’m not my mother.”




  “What if your father walked out on her? What would your mother do? Does she have any marketable skills?”




  “She’s never worked outside the house a day in her life as far as I know,” Sage admitted. “I don’t know what she’d do. She’d have to find a way to support herself, and I’m sure she can do it if it came down to that. Why are we discussing my mother’s life anyway?” she snapped. “This is about you and me. Besides, I have always worked and will continue to do so. In this day and age it’s ridiculous to even think any couple can make it on one salary, even if they wanted to, unless they’re rich. If I had a baby, I’d go right back to work, just as soon as I was able to.”




  He frowned. “Come on, admit it, Sage, your parents are living in another century. If they hadn’t been so strict with you, we would have done it by now. I’m not complaining, but it seems like you think sex is dirty and disgusting. We’ve been together a long time and most couples are intimate long before this.”




  He was right, but she’d be damned if she’d give him the benefit of hearing it from her. From listening to Heather and Debbie’s escapades, sex sounded exciting and the best thing there was in this world, and not at all the way her parents had preached to her. “It does bother you, doesn’t it?”




  “Of course it bothers me, but I’ve gotten used to cold showers.” He smiled. “I’m just teasing. I love you and you’re definitely worth waiting for, no matter how long. I mean it, Sage.” He grabbed her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Let’s just drop the topic and celebrate your new job like we planned. So, what do you want to do?”




  “How many women have you slept with?”




  He cocked an eye. “What does it matter?”




  “I want to know, Ryan,” she insisted.




  “You never asked me in all the years we’ve been together.”




  “Well, I’m asking now.”




  He stared at his hands. “I could lie and say none, but since I’d never lie to you, the truth is I slept with one other girl before I met you.”




  Sage’s heart fluttered. She’d been certain he was a virgin, but now, hearing from his own lips he’d slept with someone before they met upset her. She knew she had no right to be angry for what he’d done in the past. He was human, she had put unrealistic demands on him, and he had loved her enough not to talk her into doing something she wasn’t ready to do. Just the same, she was hurt. “Did you break up with her because she slept with you?”




  He placed his hands on her shoulders. “No. I broke up with her because we weren’t compatible. It was a long time ago. I was a teenager. Come on, honey, why do you want to know all of this? Let’s talk about something else.”




  Sage’s heart pounded. “What if on our wedding night I don’t measure up. I mean—”




  “Sage, you will, trust me.” He held her close. “I love you and I want you and only you.”




  “Make love to me,” she whispered. “I want to be with you.”




  He peered into her eyes. “What’s going on with you?”




  “Please, Ryan,” she pleaded. She placed her hands under his shirt and began stroking his hard chest. “Please make love to me now.” She felt the shudder ripple through him. She knew he wanted her as much as she wanted him. She moved her hands to the waistband of his jeans, tugging on his belt, then slipped one hand inside. She inhaled as she felt his hardness. The moisture, accompanied by the deep ache between her legs, drove her over the edge and she yearned for release.




  He sucked in his breath as he reached for her hand. “This…this isn’t the way you want it, Sage—not for your first time,” he said in a hoarse voice.




  “Yes, it is.” She panted. “I don’t want to wait anymore. We’ve waited long enough.”




  He grabbed at her hand again. “No. I don’t know what’s going on with you tonight, but I’m not going to do something you’ll regret in the morning. I know you too well. You can’t just change your beliefs in the blink of an eye.”




  She removed her hand and then sensuously ran her fingertips over his cheek. “No, I’ve been thinking about it, Ryan, and I won’t be sorry. I know what I want, and it’s making love with you right now.”




  “As much as I want you, Sage, I can’t—not this way.”




  “Why?” Tears stung her eyes. “I obviously don’t measure up. What am I doing wrong? What did that other girl do to make you want her?”




  “Stop it, Sage. You’re not acting like yourself.”




  She was humiliated. All the warm sensations she’d been feeling disappeared, leaving in their wake an icy cold emptiness. He’d rejected her. She’d lost not only the man she wanted to spend the rest of her life with, but her best friend. Her heart broke. She pulled away from him, her eyes swimming with tears. “I won’t throw myself at you ever again.”




  He ran a trembling hand through his hair. “Sage, no, please understand, baby. It has nothing to do with that other girl. I haven’t been with anyone else or even wanted to be with anyone else since I met you. It hasn’t been easy, but I’m waiting for our wedding night like you’ve always wanted. I want it to be as special as you’ve dreamed it will be.”




  “It has everything to do with me.” A tear spilled from her eye. “There’s nothing more to say. Maybe my new job on Monday is an omen...a new beginning and a fresh start for the both of us—apart.”




  “What the hell does that mean?”




  “Whatever you want it to mean.” She glanced at her hands, too ashamed to look him in the eye. “Please take me home, Ryan. I have a splitting headache.”




  “I don’t want you to go back tonight after what your father did to you. Call Heather or Debbie and ask to spend the night. Or you can stay here, and I’ll sleep in the car. Besides, we need to talk.” He tilted her chin.




  She refused to look at him. “No. If you won’t take me home, I’ll catch a bus.”




  “No, Sage, I think we need to discuss this.”




  “There’s nothing more to talk about. Please take me home.”




  He angrily grabbed his car keys.




  * * * *




  Debbie ran her hands over Tony’s smooth chest. “This is a better way to spend the night,” she purred. “I could stay in bed with you forever.”




  “You sure you’re not mad because I don’t want to go to the club? I know you wanted to see that band.”




  “No,” she said, running her hands down his thighs. “I love having you all to myself.” She rolled over on top of him and looked into his beautiful black eyes, then to his full, but firm lips. She caught his bottom lip between her teeth.




  His hands moved to her ass as she moved her hips back and forth enjoying his erection. She sat up raising herself as she guided his throbbing cock inside of her waiting pussy. She placed her hands palms down on the bed on either side of him, then raised herself up and down in long, easy motions.




  He placed his large hands on her hips and lifted her up and then down, increasing his momentum until she was on the verge of climaxing. In one swift movement he rolled her over, bringing her to her knees, then mounted her from behind, thrusting in and out. She screamed with pleasure, pushing her ass back and forth as he rode her. He let out a moan, then spent, collapsed against her.




  “You’re too much,” he panted.




  “Only with you,” she murmured.




  He slid out of her and rolled over onto his back.




  She cuddled up next to him and rested her head on his hard chest. “Tony?”




  “Hmmm?”




  “Have you ever thought about settling down?” She felt him stiffen. “I don’t mean now, but someday?”




  He let his breath out. “Maybe, but it won’t be for a long time.” He ran the back of his hand over her cheek. “Things are good the way they are. Aren’t they?”




  She listened to the steady beat of his heart. “Sometimes I think about what it would be like to be married to you,” she murmured.




  “Deb, we have a good thing going…why ruin it?”




  The tone of his voice told her that, as far as he was concerned, the topic was closed.
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