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Tender

Flames


Chapter One

 


When they were young, life was great. The
four of them played in the stables and rode the countryside. It was
wonderful living in the country. You could ride forever without
running into a house or person for that matter. There was her
brother Randy, and their neighbors Zach and Wes. Wes was the
oldest. He was the watcher of the crew as they called themselves.
He was wonderful, even then Sara worshipped him. He adored her. She
was the sister he had never had.

He was four years older than her, but when
they were young age did not matter. Zach was just two years older
and Randy was two years younger than Sara. She was the only girl in
the neighborhood, so she was the designated tomboy. She rode as
hard as they did and could climb trees as fast, if not faster.

Things started to change when Wes turned
seventeen. He started dating and thinking about cars. He hardly
ever hung with the crew anymore. That really was hard for Sara,
because she cared a lot for him. He was like a big brother, even
Randy and Zach missed his company. She did not know at that time,
but she was starting to fall head over heels in love with him. Even
at the tender age of thirteen she had feelings that confused her.
She guessed it was true that girls mature faster than boys. When
Wes was around she’d feel weak inside. She stopped climbing trees
and started to dress more suitable for a girl. Zach and Randy would
laugh and say that she couldn’t race a horse dressed like a prissy
girl.

Wes started dating a girl from the next town
over. He said he really liked her, which totally amused the guys,
and virtually destroyed Sara. He brought her over to the stables at
Sara’s house one Saturday. She was blonde and dressed real
lady-like.

“Rachel, I want you to meet our
neighbors Sara and Randy. Of course you know Zach.” He grabbed Zach
and ruffled his hair.

“Well, I’m glad to finally meet you.
I’ve felt like I had to compete with you three to get any attention
from Wes.” She laughed and put her arms around Wes. He was
definitely eating up the attention.

“Well I guess we can see who won, can’t
we honey?” Wes held her hand and helped her onto his favorite mare.
He watched her every move. It was as though she was his whole
world.

Sara suddenly began to feel sick, deep down
in her stomach. Zach noted her paleness. “Sara, you look kind of
pale. Are you feeling alright?”

“Not really, I think maybe I’m coming
down with a cold. I think I’ll walk back to the house for a while.”
She did not think she could bear watching them swoon over one
another any longer.

Zach followed her to the barn. “Sara, it
really gets to you that Wes is seeing so much of Rachel? You know
that just because he is dating does not mean that he has stopped
being your friend. He just has other priorities now. Don’t worry
about it.I’ll always be here to ride with you. I know he will be
around less, but he still likes being with us too.” He secretly
admitted that he missed his brother too.He helped her unsaddle her
horse and walked with her to the house.

“Zach, I can handle it. I just miss my
old friend. We always have so much fun when we are all together. I
just feel like sacking out and watching television. I’ll see you
later.” She walked in the house and left him standing on the bottom
step. He quietly walked back to the others.

“Hey, what’s up with Sara? She was not
herself.” Wes looked like he was concerned.

“She was not feeling well. She said
she’d see us later.” Zach was suddenly mad at Wes for not noticing
how much he was hurting Sara by bringing Rachel here. Zach could
see Sara’s feelings were more than just friendly toward Wes, but he
knew his brother couldn’t see it. He also knew that the age
difference at this point in time was quite wide. He also knew that
Sara held onto the fact that one day that age difference wouldn’t
matter.

The next weekend they had planned a ride out
to the edge of their property. They were going to swim and picnic.
Sara fixed sandwiches and grabbed a couple of bottles of water.
When the three were loaded up they headed out.

“Sara, did you fix my favorite?” Zach
tried to look serious.

“Well, if honey and peanut butter are
still your favorite, then yes.” She turned and laughed.

“Yep, that’s right. Randy, did you pack
the snack cakes I gave you?” He looked around at him as he came up
beside them.

“Zach, have I ever left the dessert.”
With that they laughed and raced to the pond.

They had been at the pond for about thirty
minutes when he showed up. “Hey guys. I couldn’t stand thinking of
you guys swimming in this cool pond while I sweated away putting up
hay in the loft.” He ran and did a cannon ball right between all of
them. He came up laughing and splashing them.

Sara couldn’t help but smile. Even though she
had earlier decided to act like it did not bother her. Wes put Sara
on his shoulders and Zach had Randy on his. They played dogfight
for a long time, until they were all laughing so hard that they
could hardly move. Zach looked up and laughed. He knew his brother
couldn’t resist a swim. It turned out to be a wonderful afternoon.
It was like old times for them all. Wes left before the rest saying
he had a date and had to get a shower.

After Wes left, the other three just floated
around and enjoyed the sunny day. It was almost sundown when they
arrived back at the barn. They unsaddled and brushed their horses.
It had been a good day. When they were through with their chores in
the barn they headed to the house. Zach’s parents were eating
dinner at Sara’s house.

When they arrived for dinner both sets of
parents laughed at the three. Sara’s mother got up and hugged the
kids. “You guys look a little worse for wear. You look bedraggled.”
They went into the kitchen and washed up.

They went into the dining room and Wes was
sitting at the table. Sara looked around and did not see his date.
This was strange.

“Wes, I thought you had a hot date.”
Zach plopped down in the chair beside his brother. Wes gave him a
murderous look.

“Don’t start Zach. I do not want to
hear it.” Zach took the hint and left him alone.

“Well, this is nice all of us being
together tonight.” Sara’s mother patted her shoulder.

Nobody mentioned Wes’s lack of a date, but
they all figured the girl called and broke it. He was very quiet
all through dinner. When dinner was over, Zach suggested they go
out and catch fireflies. The adults said they were too full. Sara
grabbed some mason jars and they headed out the door.

Wes sat down on the back patio and watched
them. He was still upset over his lack of a date. They ran around
chasing the fireflies and laughing. Soon their fun was contagious
and Wes was running with them. What started out as a firefly hunt
ended up as all out chase. Wes caught Sara and spun her around
until she squealed. Zach tackled Randy and they rolled into Wes.
They all four wound up in a pile on the grass.

Wes sat up. “Thanks guys. I needed that.”

“So you did get stood up.” Zach laughed
and ran as Wes shot up after him. He caught him and put him in a
head lock. Sara and Randy stood by and laughed.

Mr. Dawson came out on the patio and laughed
when he saw his boys wrestling. “Guys when you get through beating
each other up, mom and I are heading home. See you tomorrow you
two.” He waved at Sara and Randy.

Wes let Zach go. Zach almost fell down when
he tried to regain his footing. “Come on little brother, let’s head
home. Are you leaving your horse here tonight?”

“What do you think? I’ll meet you
there.” He turned back to Sara. “See you in the morning. I’ll be
here early enough to help with the hay.”

“Sounds good Zach, Randy could use the
help. I’ll not be here tomorrow. Mom and I are going to buy a dress
for my first dance.” Zach turned back around and
laughed.

“You at a dance,I’ve got to see this. I
thought you said you were not going to the dance.”

“Well, Tommy Bell asked me to go with
him, so now I’m going.”

Wes walked up. “Who is Tommy Bell? Is he from
around here?”

Zach put his hand on Wes’s shoulder. “Whoa
boy and Chill out. Tommy is a good guy.”

“I just wondered if I knew him.” He
wondered if she was old enough to be talking about dances and boys.
She was like a little sister. Didn’t he have the right to ask
questions?

“Well, Sara, have fun shopping. We’ll
be here sweating over hay and horses.” Randy turned and walked back
to the house.

“What is wrong with him?” Zach laughed
at Randy’s pouting.

“He is mad because I do not have to
help with the hay unloading. Dad gave me this time off.”

“Oh well, See you later then.” Zach
walked off toward the barn. Wes turned back toward Sara.

“Hope you find the dress you want. Have
fun at the dance.” He leaned down and kissed her on the cheek. When
he walked away he did not notice her turning beet red. Even if she
did not find the dress she wanted, her dreams had come
true.


Chapter Two

 


As time went on, Wes started staying away for
longer lengths of time. He had a new life now, with new older
friends. It would cramp his style to hang with the crew now. The
three still rode every afternoon after school. As Sara grew older
she started to really miss Wes and his quick wit. She missed his
handsome face that had now lost its boyish look and now took on the
look of a young man. His hair was black as a raven and he had grown
so tall, that he dwarfed everyone else. He had grown into a
man.

The night that Wes graduated from high school
his parents gave a big party. They had a large tent put up in the
backyard and a dance floor built to the side. By this time Zach was
dating and he brought his new girl to the party. Her name was Lacy,
Sara liked her alot. She liked the same things that Sara did. They
had become great friends. Wes was currently in between girls. He
claimed that he did not need the hassle since he was leaving for
college in September.

Sara dressed carefully, picking out the
outfit that would best show off her blue eyes. She wore her long,
blonde hair down. She wore very little make-up. Tonight she chose a
pair of dark jeans and a red button up shirt. She intended to show
Wes Dawson exactly what he was missing out on. She may be just
fourteen, but she had the feelings of an eighteen year-old.

When she arrived at the party she went
straight over to Zach and Lacy. They were standing on the edge of
the dance floor holding hands. “Hey Sara we were wondering where
you were.” Zach noticed the change in her. She looked wonderful
tonight. He hoped his brother would at least notice the change in
their long time friend. Wes had told him that he thought Sara was a
little too young for him right now. Zach knew that Wes thought a
lot of Sara, but that was where his brother had drawn the line.
Zach also knew that his brother was very protective of Sara. He had
even made him promise to watch over her while he was away at
college. He told him that she was a rare treasure and soon boys
would be falling over one another to get a date with her. Zach
couldn’t understand the need to protect her so, without loving her
even a little.

“I waited on Randy to finish grooming
his new mare. We walked over together.” She was steadily scanning
the crowd for Wes, but she had not spotted him yet. “Is Wes coming
to his own party or what?” She tried to act like it did not matter,
but Zach saw right through her. “Don’t worry my brother wouldn’t
miss this for anything. He is probably just delayed at the party on
the football field. He promised mom that he’d be here by 9
o’clock.”

“Lacy, would you like to get the
dancing started?” She nodded and they went out onto the dance
floor. Sara stood and watched them dance several fast songs, then a
slow, romantic tune started and the lights went dim. She had to get
away from this music. She slowly walked to the stables and went
over to stroke one of the mares.

She felt a tingle down her spine as she
realized that someone had walked up behind her. She also knew who
that someone was. There was only one person who could make her
quiver all over with just his presence. She slowly turned around
and looked up into the face of the one man that could make her go
totally speechless and limp. Although she was too young to
understand these feelings, they were there. “There you are. I
wondered if you were not coming to congratulate me on my graduation
day. Zach told me you had walked this way.”

He was standing so close that she could smell
his aftershave. It was a very masculine scent. She knew this was
the chance she had waited on her whole life. She had him all to
herself and she was totally tongue-tied. She finally managed to
speak. “I just needed to get away from the crowd. Congratulations!
I know you are glad to be out of high school.” That was all she
could manage. She was suddenly lost in his sky blue eyes. She felt
as if he could see her soul within those eyes. This thought made
her feel just a little uncomfortable. Few people other than Zach
could see through her.

He suddenly put his hand out and touched her
cheek. He noticed that her skin was so soft. “Sara, you have always
been a close friend. I’ll miss you when I leave in September. You
are like the sister I never had.” The music was wafting through the
stable doors and it was another slow, romantic tune. “Would you
like to dance with me Sara? It would mean alot to me.” He did not
notice the hurt look that came into her eyes after he made the
sister comment. That was all he thought of her was like a
sister.

She looked into his eyes and nodded, that was
all she could do. She had to make him know that she felt more than
sisterly affection for him. This was like a dream come true. Here
she was dancing a slow dance with the man she loved.

He pulled her into his arms, careful to hold
her a few inches from him. He had not realized until this moment
how much she meant to him. He knew it was only because she was such
a close friend. He knew he couldn’t have it any other way. She was
only fourteen for heaven’s sake. Here he was eighteen and leaving
in three months to start a new life as a college student. Sara was
mature for her age. What in the world was he thinking! He was
thinking things that shouldn’t enter his mind about Sara. She had
always been a part of his life. Maybe that was the reason for this
feeling of loss.

Sara was in a dream world. Her thighs brushed
across his and she lost herself in the feeling. She was breathing
in short gasps. She could feel her hormones going crazy. Suddenly
Wes pushed her away from him. She looked up in surprise.

He ran his fingers through his hair. “Sara, I
can’t continue to dance with you. You have grown up so much. I’m
four years older than you. I know it isn’t that far apart, but with
me eighteen and you fourteen it is a century apart. We live in
different worlds now. I don’t want you to get the wrong idea.” He’d
not hurt her for anything.

He turned around to walk out of the stables,
but Sara put her hand on his shoulder and squeezed it.“Wes, I’m
mature enough to know what I feel. You just think in age difference
and I think about what is in my heart.”

She was looking up at him with such innocence
and knowing. He suddenly grabbed her by the arms and pulled her to
him. He her on the forehead.He realized that she thought that he
was actually going to kiss her. He felt bad for her. She was like a
sister to him.

“You have some growing up to do before
you enter the world of men and women. You need to learn to control
yourself. If that had been anyone but me, they wouldn’t have
stopped. You would have lost the battle. Believe me, you are not
ready for that yet. Enjoy being a young girl. Don’t try to grow up
so fast.”

She looked up at him with such hurt in her
eyes. She couldn’t believe that he had pushed her away. She
suddenly became the fourteen year old again and turned away,
embarrassed beyond belief. The tears she had held at bay came
suddenly and fell from her eyes. She couldn’t face him. He thought
she was just a silly girl. “I promise that I won’t do that again. I
thought we could have something, but I guess I was wrong. I hope
you have a nice party. I need to leave.”

Before he could react, she ran out the door
and went out of sight. He leaned against the stable doors and
closed his eyes. He couldn’t believe what he had almost done. He
hoped that she’d forgive him. At that moment Zach came into the
stables.”Did you find Sara?” He looked around him and did not see
her, but he saw the look on his brother’s face and knew something
happened. “What happened out here?” Zach had always been wise for
his age and very mature.

“Zach, I’ve just made a grave error. I
tried to let her know that she is like a sister to me. She is just
a child.” He looked up at his brother and saw the anger rise up in
him.

“Wes, did you tell her that? She loves
you. I know that technically and legally she is too young for you,
but you could have handled the situation with a little more
heart.”

“I just lost my head. I kissed her on
the forehead and tried to talk to her. I could see in her eyes that
she was angry and hurt.”

Zach was quiet for a moment, and then he
wondered where she had gone. “Where did she go? She did not pass
me, so I know she didn’t go back to the party.”

Wes was suddenly worried about her. He knew
she was very upset and she could get hurt out in the dark all
alone. “Zach we have to find her before she gets hurt. She went
toward the woods.” They both broke into a run. They knew she was
capable of taking care of herself, but not in the state of mind
that she was in.

Sara ran for a long time, before she sat down
with her back against a tree and cried. She had made a total fool
out of herself. How could she ever face him again? She’d just have
to avoid him until he left for college. She knew it would be hard
to do, but she had to. She heard someone coming. She knew it would
be Wes. She got up and wiped off the dirt from her jeans. She wiped
her eyes and tried to look nonchalant as they came up to her.

“Sara, are you alright? We were worried
when you ran off like that. You could have gotten hurt.” Zach had
gathered her in his arms and was hugging her tightly. She pushed
him aside and noticed that Wes was standing behind his brother. He
was oddly quiet.

She lifted her chin a notch and said, “I’m
just fine and you can go back to the party. I’ll be there later.”
Zach knew that it hurt her pride to have to look at Wes. He quickly
turned to Wes and told him to go on back to the party.”I’ll walk
with Sara.” Wes turned and walked away. He knew he was the last
thing she needed right now.

“Zach, I do not need a baby-sitter. I
can take care of myself.” She looked at him angrily. He laughed and
put his arm around her shoulders pulling her along the path. “I
know, but I might. You know I don't like to walk alone in the
dark.” She smiled at his attempt to cheer her up. Evidently Wes had
told him what happened. She blushed at that thought.


Chapter Three

 


Zach walked her back to the party. He knew
that she was hurting, but he planned on helping her forget what had
happened. He knew her heart and she’d gain control of her feelings.
When they walked into the party tent he noticed that Wes was
dancing with a girl that he did not recognize. He steered Sara in
the other direction. He knew she needed some time to gather
herself.

Sara took a deep breath and resolved herself
to the fact that her love for him was not reciprocated. She’d do
her best to get through the summer. Just knowing he was so close by
would be difficult, but when he left in September for college,
maybe it would be easier.

The next three months were pure torture. She
didn’t have much trouble avoiding Wes. He had gotten a part time
job down the road at the Whatley ranch. She ran into him
occasionally, but they wouldn’t say much.

When it came time for him to leave, she knew
she needed to say good-bye. She went over to see him the morning he
was to leave. Zach let her in and told her he was in the kitchen.
She walked down the hall that she was so familiar with. This was
like her second home. She had so many great memories of this house.
When she entered the kitchen, he looked up from his breakfast and
smiled. It was the smile she loved so much. It felt like old times
in a way, but she knew it would never be the same again. “I came to
tell you good-bye. I hope we can stay friends. I’ve missed your
friendship these last three months.” He stood up and put his plate
in the sink. He stood looking out the window as if in thought.

“Sara, I’ll always treasure the
friendship we have. You are like a sister to me and Zach. I hope
that you have forgiven me for everything.” He turned to look down
at her. He noticed that she looked even older than she had three
months ago. She was growing up. Soon she’d be dating and that
thought did not settle well with him. If anyone ever hurt her he’d
kill them. Why was he so protective over this girl?

“I forgave you that night. I never
could stay mad at you. I hope everything goes well for you. I’ll
miss you.” She extended her hand, knowing a hand shake would be
safe enough. “Sara, we are too good of friends for a mere hand
shake. “ He hugged her tightly, realizing his mistake instantly,
but warding off those feelings as best he could.

“I have something for you. I wanted to
give it to you before I left. Stay right here.” He quickly left the
room and came back minutes later with a wrapped package. He handed
it to her and motioned for her to have a seat at the table. “This
is for your birthday. I know I won’t be able to come home next
weekend to help you celebrate turning fifteen.” She opened the
package and slowly lifted the wrapped item out of the box. She
unwrapped it and gasped. It was a porcelain black stallion. Tears
welled up in her eyes and threatened to run down her cheeks. She
was speechless. He smiled at the way she carefully put the delicate
piece back in the box. He had seen her look at that horse every
time she went into town. He knew she had wanted it for her
collection of porcelain horses.

“Oh, Wes, Thank you so much. It is the
best present you could have given me. You have always known my love
for horses. You are such a special friend and I’ll miss you so
much.” She leaned over the table and kissed his cheek. She
immediately blushed. “I had best get back home. You take care of
yourself.” He watched her as she stood up and picked up her gift.
“Sara, please be careful. I know you will start dating soon. Always
keep a good head on your shoulders. I won’t be here to protect you
like a big brother. I just want you to be happy.”

“I’ll be careful. Don’t worry about me.
I’m tough. I can take care of myself.” She waved to him as she went
out the back door. This was the start of a new life for Sara. The
love of her life was going away and she did not know when she’d see
him again. She had to try to forget him. Today she’d start on a
journey to a new life. She felt sad, but she knew this was for the
best. She knew it would take a long time for her heart to heal. She
had to put the love she had for Wes into a vault way back in her
young heart.


Chapter Four

 


Three years later!

Sara couldn’t believe it. She was actually
graduating from high school tonight. She lay in bed wondering what
life held for her. She had seen Wes only a few times in the last
few years. He was taking summer classes and came home only on
holidays. She slowly had begun a new life without him. It had been
the hardest thing she had ever done. She had hid the feelings deep
in the recesses of her heart. She had locked that part of her
heart, hopefully forever. She knew that opening that part of her
heart would be too painful, so she had gotten busy and closed it
tight.

She was dating a real nice guy from the local
college. He was the same age as Wes. How ironic she thought. Wes
had always thought he was too old for her.

Brad was very handsome with his blonde hair
and sky blue eyes. She was the envy of all the girls in school.
They had started dating last summer. He was patient with her. He
never pushed her too far. They went parking several times, but when
it got too heated she’d gently push him away. He had always been
very understanding. She wanted to save herself for her husband. She
was not in love with Brad, but she was definitely fond of him. She
hoped that one day she’d find a man who would make her giddy with
love and affection.

She got ready for the day ahead and went down
to the stables. She was cleaning out a stall when she was lifted
clean into the air by two powerful arms. She screamed and tried to
turn around to see her attacker. “I do hope you will dress a little
better next time to greet an old friend.” She smiled as she
recognized Zach’s deep voice. He had went off to the Air Force
after high school and only came home every once in a while. She
quickly turned and hugged him. She was so surprised. He was so tall
and muscular now. He had changed alot in the last two years. She
had missed him so much.

When he had left for the Air Force they had
both shed tears. It was like losing a part of herself. They were so
much like siblings that it was like a hole was in her already
broken heart.

“I didn’t expect to see you until the
fourth of July leave.” He smiled that masculine way that showed he
was confident in everything he did. “I’d never miss my favorite
girl’s big day. I hope you don’t mind me coming over without
calling first. That big boyfriend of yours isn’t wondering around
is he?” Zach had never made it a secret that he did not like her
boyfriend.

“No, Brad is at work. He will be over
later this afternoon. I’m sure he won’t mind you spending time with
me. I know I sure won’t. I’ve missed you so much.” She hugged him
again and he couldn’t help but react to her womanly curves. He had
always cared for her, but he knew she was off limits to him because
of Wes.Which he did not understand why he felt the need, he guessed
it had to do with brother loyalty. “I thought maybe we could go for
a ride like old times. That is if you are still up to racing the
best here.” He had a devilish twinkle of a dare in his
eyes.

“I always beat you back then and I
still can.” She raced around the corner and came back lugging a
saddle and bridle. “I think you have a bet.” She quickly saddled
her mare and rode out to where Zach was waiting on his big quarter
horse. It had been a gift from his parents for his graduation. They
rode along in silence for a long while. “Sara, I thought I’d let
you know. Wes came home this morning. He came to see you graduate.”
He watched her expression waiver, but he did not see the old
excitement that came into her eyes. Maybe she was over Wes, but he
seriously doubted it. He knew she was not in love with Brad. He had
seen them together several times when he was home. They seemed more
like friends than sweethearts. He just wondered how
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