“I think Father hopes I’ll come home refined and with a husband in tow.”
“Not what you want?” Receiving the shake of her head, Alexander studied her.  “A beautiful, and educated, young woman who doesn’t want a husband?  But you asked me to teach you what you thought you’d need to know to keep one interested.  Have you changed your mind and decided you’d rather your future husband find interest somewhere else?  Or perhaps my lessons haven’t encouraged you to want to indulge in the few pleasures that can exist between a man and a woman.”
Her stomach tightened as she tried to make sense of every thought rushing through her mind.  Holding his dark stare, her heart thudded as she remembered all the things she once thought to share with Alexander…things that were now not even a possibility.  
“You should have told me if I was a disappointment to you.  I assure you, it wouldn’t have been the first time I was told such a thing,” Alexander persisted.
“But you didn’t disappoint me.”
 “Then perhaps there was something else I forgot to teach you.” His gaze narrowed.  “Surely there’s something you still long to do, or try, before you’re whisked away to this new life of yours.”
There was, but as close as they had become over these last few years, she couldn’t stand here and tell him what she longed for most was to feel his skin against hers.  Such longing wasn’t acceptable, and certainly not what a woman of her position was ever encouraged to entertain or invite, still…
Dragging her gaze away from his, she turned toward the cool-looking lake behind him.  “Right now, I want to swim and forget the life being planned out for me.”  And she did.  After all, if it was up to her, Henrietta would linger here in Inkerman – and with Alexander – for as long as it took to understand the yearning building inside her whenever she was near him.
She walked over to the bottlebrush tree on the bank of the creek and began unbuttoning her blouse.  Though her hands trembled, she couldn’t ignore the hope building inside her that Alexander might indulge her and her curiosities a while longer before her father’s plans forced them apart. “You could join me if you want.”
“You’re serious, aren’t you?”
Her blouse unbuttoned, she slid the fabric down her arms and hung it on the tree branch.  She’d never undressed in front of a man before, but she feared if she didn’t do this now, she would regret it for the rest of her life.  Unfastening her skirt and petticoat, she hesitated a moment, knowing what it would look like she was inviting.  She had shared so much with him already, from kisses to tender touches, but there were still a few lingering curiosities nagging at her.  They weren’t anything she should ask Alexander to show her, but she could think of no one else she’d rather experience such things with.  Sliding the fabric down her legs, she stepped out of them and placed both pieces with the other item of clothing.  A few months ago, she was content to practise the occasional kiss, her hands shifting over his naked torso, learning what a man’s skin felt like, but now…she couldn’t explain it, but from the moment her father told her she would be leaving, all she hungered for was Alexander’s touch to linger longer, satisfying a burning hunger she had to feel his skin against hers.
She lifted her gaze toward him as she slipped her boots off.  “I’m eighteen years old and I want to have some fun before I’m forced into rules and restrictions, and reminded that everything I enjoy about life is wrong.”
He stepped toward her, pulling his shirt from his trousers hesitantly as he studied her.  “I know better than most what you find enjoyment in, but I can’t say we’ve ever done any of those things in your underwear before.”
“I can collect frogs and stones anywhere.”  She turned and stepped toward the water.  Hesitating on the bank, her breath caught in her throat as she glanced over her shoulder at him.  “But you are the most fun I’ve ever had, and I will miss you terribly when I’m sent away.”
Stepping into the water, Henrietta waded out toward the few large boulders breaking through the surface, aware of the open invitation in her words.  The sound of Alexander entering the water behind her made her heart thud in anticipation.
“Why would you find me fun?” Alexander asked as he swam nearer.
She turned to face him, a slight smile on her lips.  “You’ve taught me to fish and play cards, and we’ve laughed until we’ve cried and then laughed some more.”
He stopped a few inches from her.  “And is that all you’ll miss?  Or will you miss having a willing subject to play out all your curiosities with whilst you discover what a man is and wants from a woman?”
She reached for his hand, the faint red marks still on his palm from the day he’d stepped in to divert the blame away from her.  Lifting it to her lips, she kissed it softly.  “I think…”  
