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River Camp Harem: Part 1

The air blowing through the window of my truck felt like it came out of an oven. It was only June, but it was already hot as hell and so dry that big clouds of fine, white dust billowed up behind my truck on the narrow caliche road which ran between the Big House and the river camp. My uncle and aunt, who owned the camp, lived in the house which also served as the camp offices for guest registration and services as well as the central point for maintenance and upkeep. They were in Houston for the week, and I’d reluctantly agreed to take care of things while they were away. To my surprise I found myself enjoying it.

I pulled up in front of the Big House, a sprawling, two story Craftsman that had been in the family for generations. I’d grown up in that house with my cousins and spent my early years working every job in the camp. Now I was forty-three, and a few months ago I’d taken the job of chief troubleshooter and jack-of-all trades as an escape from my divorce. I’d needed to get away, and this was about as far as I could get from the hectic urban sprawl of Houston. While the camp was now packed with the summer guests and a constant hive of activity, it was still a huge change of pace from my downtown office. It was definitely a change for the better, too. I felt more relaxed than I had in years and was far more comfortable in my jeans, boots, and work shirts than I’d ever been in bespoke suits.

I wasn’t going back to that crap—ever. I wasn’t sure yet exactly what I was going to do long term, but it wouldn’t involve cities or suits. Or women who wanted those things.

The girl working the registration counter, Ashley, offered me a bright smile that warmed her big, china blue eyes. She was one of the summer hires, and before this week I hadn’t spent a lot of time around her. A bright, lovely little thing in her early twenties, she was slim and maybe five-two, with curly hair the color of dark honey up in a ponytail and a delicate, heart-shaped face. Her navy shorts showed off off a pair of shapely, lightly tanned legs and a firm, round ass that raised a sudden stir of desire which I firmly shoved back into its box. I might be almost old enough to be her father, but I was still too young to indulge in a mid-life crisis and go chasing after girls barely half my age.

“Morning, Colt!” she sang out.

“Hey, Ashley. Holding down the fort?”

“Yeah. It’s been quiet so far. I made coffee.”

“Thanks. I’ll be in the office doing paperwork.”

“Yuck,” she said, making a face. “Better you than me.”

“Thanks a lot.”

I poured myself a cup, rolled up the sleeves of my work shirt, and buried myself in the mass of work it took to keep a river camp this size running—bills, camper requests, work orders, paychecks, taxes. Fortunately, running my own business for the last decade had prepared me for this. The details might have been different, but the basics carried over. I’d finished the bills and started in on the camper requests when my phone rang.

“Colt.”

“Hey, it’s Jeff. Got a call a minute ago about a water leak in Shelter 12. Said it was pretty bad. I’d take it, but Brad and I are in the middle of this electrical tear down in Cabin 3.”

“No problem. I’ve got it.”

It gave me a legit excuse to escape the paperwork for a while. I locked the computer and went out front.

“Gotta go take care of a leak in twelve,” I told Ashley.

She nodded. “I’ll let anyone looking for you know.”

An impulse struck me. “Want me to pick up some lunch for you while I’m out? I should be back by then.”

Ashley beamed a grateful smile at me. “I appreciate it, but I usually meet my friends at the concessions.”

“Fair enough. Hold the fort.”

I walked out shaking my head in bemusement. Had she winked at me? I must have imagined it.

I made sure everything I needed was in my truck before I pulled out of the long drive onto the highway. I usually took the back road that ran along the bluff into camp, but Shelter 12 was on the far side of the camp from there, and the highway put a lot less wear and tear on my truck. When I turned into the camp gates I slowed way down. There were always kids running around, and with so little traffic people tended not to pay as much attention.

I looped around to the row of the shelters, which were the sites furthest away from the river, and parked outside of twelve. The sites here backed onto a thick growth of mesquite and old oak trees. Kids liked it because they could play in the woods and there were always some kind of critters roaming around—big jackrabbits, squirrels, possums, and the occasional raccoon. I’d had to relocate a mother possum and her brood from under the decking for the trash cans out here last week. That had been all kinds of fun.

Shelter 12. I’d been here before. Marisa Halley. Mid-thirties with two kids not quite in their teens. I sighed as I climbed out of my truck and retrieved my toolbox from the bed. At least this time it sounded like there was a real problem.

“Marisa? It’s Colt.”

The door opened to reveal a flustered bottle blonde, who gestured for me to come inside. “Thanks for coming so quickly. I’m almost out of towels.”

The shelters didn’t have appliances, but my uncle had run water to them a couple of years back. Unfortunately, the workmanship by the contractor had been spotty, and I was still fixing leaks. I already had a good idea what I’d find under the sink. If I hadn’t known that ahead of time, though, I might have suspected sabotage.

Brightly-colored towels were piled high on the floor surrounding the sink. I stepped over them and got down on my hands and knees to peer under the cabinet. Water was pouring from the blue cold water line. It wasn’t quite a geyser, but it sure wasn’t just a drip. The fitting was loose and sitting at an obvious angle. At least it was an easy fix.

I squeezed my shoulders into the opening, which was a damned tight fit, and wiggled the line to get it back into place before hand-tightening the fitting until the leak stopped. I had to get out to pull a wrench from my toolbox, but it only took a few seconds to get the fitting tight enough I wouldn’t have to worry about it again. Since I was already under there, I made sure the fitting on the hot water line was tight, too, and then backed out and stood up. The knees of my jeans were soaked, but it was summer in Texas so they’d be dry by the time I got back to my truck.

“All fixed,” I announced.

“Thank you so much, Colt,” Marisa gushed.

“That’s what I’m here for. Anything else you need me to look at while I’m here?”

I groaned inwardly as I realized that there was more than one way she could take that. Luckily for me Marisa was too frazzled today to take advantage of the unintended double entendre.

“I think we’re good.”

I glanced around. All their supplies were piled onto the cots to keep them from getting wet, and she’d had to use a lot of towels to stop the water from spreading across the floor.

“Tell you what. I’ll take all these towels back to the house and wash and dry them for you so you don’t have to go to the laundromat. It’s the least we can do for the inconvenience.”

“Thanks!” A hopeful look crept into her soft, brown eyes. “You could bring them back around dinner time. I’d be happy to set an extra place for you.”

“I appreciate the offer, but I’m in a relationship and I doubt she’d appreciate the offer,” I replied with a rueful grin.

I was lying through my teeth. Marisa was seriously cute, in a Bernadette from Big Bang Theory way, and under other circumstances I wouldn’t at all have minded having dinner with her and seeing where things ended up. But she lived on the other side of the state, so it couldn’t be more than a quick fling which I had no interest in. Then there were the kids. I wasn’t getting anywhere near that. Even if it could have been more than a fling, I had no desire to take on another man’s kids. If that made me shallow, too bad.

  I helped Marisa gather up the towels in a large garbage bag then hauled them to the back of my truck. “I’ll have these back as soon as I can.”

“Thanks, Colt,” she said again, unable to hide the disappointment in her eyes.

When I got back to the Big House, I had the bag slung over my back. Ashley’s eyes lit up when she saw me.

“Why, Santa! You came early this year!”

“It’s full of wet towels from twelve. Merry Christmas.”

“Lauren just called. The air pump by the paddle boats quit working.”

Crap. That was higher up on the priority list than a load of wet towels.

“I know it’s not in your job description, but could I talk you into washing these while I go take a look at that pump?”

She batted her big, blue eyes at me. “Anything for you, Colt,” she said in a sultry voice before breaking into giggles. “Did Marisa manage to talk you into having dinner for doing her laundry?”

I shot her a quelling frown. “No.”

“Sorry.” She smothered another giggle behind her hand. “I’ll take care of it.”

“Thank you.”

“It’s fine. Go rescue Lauren.”

She tried to pick up the bag, grunted at the unexpected weight and rolled her eyes, then dragged it into the back where the laundry room was. If my eyes lingered on her ass bent over in those shorts, well, I’m only human.

I hopped into my truck, put it in gear, then paused as a thought struck me. How had Ashley known what Marisa was going to pull? I’d have to worry about that later. This time I took the back road into camp. I crept along the circle of cabins on the bluff until I reached the road leading down to the broad shelf of stone-covered ground everyone called The Beach because it sloped gently into the river. The cabins and shelters of the other half of the camping area were off to the east where the river broadened out. To the west lay the horse pens, the concession stands, and the paddle boat rentals.

Campers weren’t allowed to drive on The Beach, but hey, I was special. The paddle boat and tube rentals were at the edge of the river beneath a stand of huge cypress trees about twenty feet from the bottom of the bluff. When I pulled up, Lauren was waiting with a small crowd of campers in swimsuits and shorts.

She was another summer hire, about the same age as Ashley and just as lovely with hourglass curves that belonged in a swimsuit calendar. She was wearing faded, cutoff denim shorts, a red camp t-shirt that looked a size too small for her impressive breasts, and flip-flops. Long, chestnut curls floated entrancingly around her face in the afternoon breeze coming from upriver and glinted with hints of copper and bronze.

She brushed her hair out of her face and gave me a rueful smile as I got out of the truck. “Sorry about this. Ashley said you had your hands full, but it’s been busy today, and we ran out of the tubes I filled this morning.”

“This is what they pay me for,” I replied with a shrug.

The pump was actually a compressor used to inflate truck tires, and it was chained to one of the big cypress trees to prevent it from walking away in the night. It was plugged into a long extension cord that ran to the outlet at the bottom of the bluff. I flipped the switch just to check, but the compressor remained silent. Well, it was the easiest thing to try. I made sure it was plugged into the extension cord, then followed that up to the bluff. That was plugged in, too, so I went back to my truck and dug around in my toolbox until I found a receptacle tester. When I plugged that into the outlet there was no power.

“The outlet’s not working,” I announced.

Turning back to the sexy brunette, I said, “I’ll have to get it fixed. Until then, you can use the portable in my truck. It’s slower, but better than nothing.”
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