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Foreword
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Early in 2020, naturist fiction author P. Z. Walker had the idea for a collection of mystery stories to be called “Murder in the Nudist Colony,” deliberately using the antiquated term “nudist colony” for a slightly retro, humorous touch. I put together the call for submissions, posted it on Twitter and they came. Writers, some established naturist fiction authors, some imaginative non-naturists and some new writers came forward. Robert Longpré set up the structure to share documents as well as the ISBNs. Fabien Barabé designed the cover. We had fifteen submissions within a relatively quick timeframe. Then Will Forest and I set about the editing. Robert and Paul massaged the stories into a consistent format and ...

Mad as the original idea seemed it worked. Books were sold and money raised for our chosen charity. Just as well, as 2020 turned out to be one long health crisis.

The project has been a strong example of an online community working together. It had also been so much fun many of the writers were badgering Will and me to do a follow up. 

Here it is, Romance in the Nudist Colony.

We lost a couple of writers to other projects but gained new contributors. The new anthology contains eighteen shining new romances for you to immerse yourself in.

The nudist “colony” as a setting for a romance certainly dates back to the “Cool Cottontail” a book by John Ball, eighth in the series he wrote about the detective Virgil Tibbs. As with all the Virgil Tibbs books from “In the Heat of the Night” onward racial prejudice is a part of the narrative.

In this collection I think we have addressed many of the other prejudices Virgil would have experienced. 

We have stories set in pre-war Europe, sixties Britain and America and from around the world, in most of the decades since.

Young love, love between seniors, love twixt people who have just met, the rekindling of old loves, laments for loves lost. They are all included. The stories in this collection share expressions of the love of life, the love of clothes free living and acceptance of difference.

Slip into something comfortable and enjoy!

Ted Bun - Co-Editor and author
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​Charity
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When the original concept was being discussed, we had no idea which charity was going to benefit. Slowly we realised that to reflect the authors and the readership, we needed at charity that was:

International in scope

Unaligned to a belief system

Unaligned politically

Humanitarian

Recognisable to the general readership

We selected Médecins Sans Frontières from the many good causes and have decided to continue to support them with this second collection.

Médecins Sans Frontières/Doctors Without Borders (MSF) is an independent international humanitarian organisation that delivers emergency medical aid to people affected by armed conflict, epidemics, natural and man-made disasters or exclusion from health care in more than 60 countries around the world.

We are sure they would be delighted to receive any further donations to support their work.

Ted Bun - Co-Editor and author



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Answer’s in the Negative
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Andrew Calow

On the wall in the boardroom is the original document signed by representatives of the various clubs who came together to form British Naturism in 1964. On the list of these founder clubs is the Panacres Club represented by Gabriel Quentin. An unusual name which can be explained by his French origins. His father Pierre settled in England after the Second World War and married a local girl. 

Gabriel in turn also married a local girl, Susan Smith. They had one child, a son born in 1962 whom they named Robert.

Gabriel and Susan together formed a formidable badminton team who won the Panacres badminton competition in the years 1965 and 1967. In 1966 they finished as beaten finalists. 

At this point, I should make it clear that I didn’t witness these events. I’m going on what I’ve been told and what I gleaned from seeing the club archives which normally reside on a dusty shelf in the storeroom next to the concert room in the Panacres clubhouse. The 1966 photo is a black and white ten by eight-inch enlargement from an Ilford FP3 negative printed in his home darkroom by Duncan Russell who was the official photographer at Panacres.

The photo shows Mr and Mrs Stewart being presented with the cup with the Quentins looking on. It’s the two children who are sitting cross-legged on the ground who steal the show. Robert is there and he is looking hard into the camera lens, trying so hard not to notice Julie, the Stewarts’ daughter. The children had been born within three days of each other in the local hospital. With the parents having much in common, it was natural that the children should grow up knowing each other for the first years of their lives.

***
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I first met Julie Morrison in 2012 when we happened to find ourselves standing next to each other at the roadside as we waited for the Olympic Torch Relay to pass by on its journey to London. Although Julie was born in England, her years of living north of the border had burnished her accent and my first thought was that she was Scottish.

We struck up a conversation and in the half hour we were waiting she told me why she’d returned to her birthplace. She made it sound glamorous, far more interesting than my life as the local vicar juggling Parish matters with the weekly services. 

Our conversation continued after the Torch Relay had passed through. We retired to the local pub and had two cups of coffee each.

It transpired that her father Martin had been an engineer working for British Petroleum and the family moved to Aberdeen where he made a tidy sum on the back of the oil boom. The 1973 hike in oil prices made North Sea Oil very profitable. 

After leaving school Julie had joined the Police in Aberdeen and risen to the rank of Sergeant. During her Police career, she met and married John Morrison who sports lovers will recognise as having spent his footballing career at left-back at Aberdeen. 

“We were together for six years before we split up and went our separate ways,” she told me. “The last anyone heard of John was that he’d opened a night club in Marbella with his accumulated fortune and was living comfortably trading on his reputation as a former footballing star.”

“I reached the thirty years’ service mark in 2010 and took advantage of the opportunity to retire,” she continued, “I moved back down south to the town where I was born and I bought myself a small bungalow.” Her new home lay within the boundaries of my Parish.

“Have you ever had any unusual experiences in your ministry?” she asked me. 

***
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This brought a smile to my face as I recalled the day in 1999, a couple of weeks before Advent, when I’d taken a phone call with an unusual request. It was the Panacres Club secretary 

“The Committee have decided that the Millennium should be celebrated at the club and we wondered if you would be willing to hold a service here in the afternoon of January 2nd to welcome in the new Millennium?” 

I couldn’t decide on the spot; this was something that required some thought, not to mention some consultation from my local Bishop. I had wondered if he might prohibit me from conducting the service, but he gave me the green light though he insisted I kept on my clerical collar. Between you and me I think he was rather pleased and possibly relieved to pass the job on to a junior rather than conduct the service himself.

I need not have worried. The service was in the brand-new clubhouse where the heating had been turned to its maximum level for the benefit of those who chose to worship in naturist uniform. Everyone was very friendly and I received an invitation to return during the summer months. They were surprised and pleased that I took up the invitation; I don’t think they expected me to become a member of the club, but my application was approved. I only removed my collar to swim.

***
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“What was the name of that club again?” asked Julie.

I told her, not expecting the reaction I received. She asked me if I could take her along one week. How could I possibly refuse such a request? We went together the following weekend on the Saturday morning. It was a little awkward for me. I hardly knew her and resisted the urge to strip off at the first opportunity lest she was concerned about my motives.

Some of the more observant club members noticed that she was wearing her wedding ring. I’d introduced her simply as Julie. Several thought she was my wife who had come along for the day.

I showed her around and she seemed particularly interested in the new clubhouse. After half an hour she asked me if it would be all right if she stripped off as she was conscious of being the centre of attraction. I think she enjoyed the day and we both took part in the boules session though we were well beaten by our opponents.

It was a few weeks later when the club chairman had a word with me. He was concerned that the address Julie had given on her membership application was not the same as mine. Should I have been worried by this seeming turbulence in our domestic circumstances? He was soon pacified as I gave him the full story concerning our relationship or even our lack of a relationship.

Once her application had been approved, she was often visiting the club during the week. She introduced judo lessons predominantly for the female members and this was noticed by the committee. At the club’s Annual General Meeting in 2014, Julie found herself voted onto the committee as the new Membership Secretary. I was pleased to see her achieve this promotion, as were several club members who imagined that she could use her police contacts to check on any potential members. As far as I know, this only happened on one occasion when a single male applied to join the club.

The potential new member introduced himself as Doctor Bob Quentin, a tall bronzed single man in his early fifties. He had spent a few years living and working in Senegal. He was a widower, so he said; his wife having died tragically early after their wedding.

Normally an application would receive a cursory glance, the membership numbers would be checked, and the application passed to the committee for approval. Dr Quentin’s application was different. Julie had come across the name of Quentin in her past but couldn’t recall the context. She even put a call in to her old colleagues asking them about the name, but nothing was found. She agreed to recommend him for membership even though there was still some concern on her part.

She came to see me for advice, but I don’t think I was much help for her. I listened to her worries, after all, I couldn’t pass by on the other side, could I? She told me she would go and see Bob the following evening and if I hadn’t heard from her by ten o’clock to call the police. It seemed a touch melodramatic, but it was one way of keeping safe.

***
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As planned, she visited his house and rang his doorbell. There was a delay before he came to the door. Once he realised who it was, he explained and apologised for the delay as he had been enjoying the evening sun in his back garden and when he heard the doorbell, he had to put some clothes on. She explained her reason for visiting. He made her a coffee and answered her questions as best he could, but there was still something niggling in her mind.

She allowed him to keep talking and found that she was attracted to this stranger. Two things happened that evening. Firstly, she found that her personal interest took over from needing to find out more for the club’s interest. The second was that the coffee went straight through her and she asked him where the bathroom was. He directed her upstairs to the first door on the right.

As she came downstairs, she noticed a photograph on the wall. It showed a couple of people holding a trophy. Both people were nude, and the trophy looked familiar. She questioned him about it when she was downstairs.

“Those were my parents. They were keen on sports and that was some trophy they won one year. Trouble is I don’t know the year. I think it was back in the 1960s but I’m not sure.”

“Were?” she queried.

“They were both killed in a car crash while I was studying medicine. Later, as you know, my wife died suddenly. That was one reason I went abroad. There was nothing here for me.”

“That’s a shame. Anyway, changing the subject, I’ll be recommending to the committee that you be made a member of the club.”

“Thank you, Mrs Morrison. I’d really like to visit the club. Maybe you could show me around.”

“Yes. I’d like that.” she found herself saying.

The following day she went to the club trophy room. Her suspicion was correct. The trophy on the picture was this one in the cabinet. It had been a good few years since the last competition. She borrowed the trophy cabinet key and took out the cup. Not only had it not been competed for, but it seemed almost as long since the cup had been polished. She made a quick trip to the kitchen and helped herself to a length of kitchen roll which she took back to the trophy cabinet. She began to polish the cup and was surprised to see the names of the winners had been engraved into the plinth. There were two years when it had been won by a couple with the name Quentin. Between their successes was the name Stewart and with something of a shock, Julie realised that this referred to her parents. She continued polishing the cup front before replacing it in the cabinet.

Her next step was to look in the club archives. There were several albums of photos recording the events of the 1960s including the image she’d seen on Bob’s stairs. The captions, though, only recorded the first names of Gabriel and Susan. She was in no doubt that Bob’s parents had been club members and the tragedy was that no one seemed to remember them.

She continued to flip through the photos and found the photo of her parents alongside Bob’s parents. Those two children in the picture would be Bob and her.

The following Saturday Julie was at the club early eagerly awaiting Bob’s arrival. He reached the club at ten o'clock exactly.. The gate monitor checked his name against the visitors’ list and opened the gate to allow him in. The car park was just inside the gate and at this early hour, there was plenty of parking space. 

He looked around for Julie, but she wasn’t to be seen. He stripped off his clothes and put them in his boot. His wallet and car keys were put into the carrier bag along with his towel before he set off in what he remembered was the direction of the clubhouse. When he reached it, Julie was there to meet him.

She was pleased to see that he displayed none of the nervousness exhibited by some applicants. There had been some in the past who had chickened out of visiting, while others kept their shirts fully buttoned as they toured the grounds. Bob was not like that and walked confidently towards her. She explained that she had a caravan at the club and that was where her things were. She’d need to collect her towel from there shortly.

“You were going to show me around.” he reminded her.

“Of course.”

She began by showing him the new shower block and toilets which served the main site. There were more showers and toilets between the clubhouse and the pool. Julie explained that this was a new pool built after a fundraising initiative to replace an older smaller facility. Although the new pool was indoors, along one side were folding doors which linked the pool area to a large patio. At one point she stopped by a caravan and nipped inside to collect her towel.

“It’s only a small caravan,” she said almost apologetically, “but it’s big enough for what I need. No point having a massive caravan when there’s only one to live in it.”

“A good point,” he conceded.

The tour ended at the clubhouse and she showed him inside. He was impressed by the facilities which included a small bar.

“Thank you.’ he said. ‘Look. I really appreciate you doing this for me. Would you be offended if I took you to dinner during the week?”

“Gosh. This is a bit sudden.” she replied. “Were you thinking of any particular evening?”

“I thought Wednesday, but it’s up to you which night. Think about it.”

“I will.” She found herself saying. “There’s something else I’d like to show you.”

She led the way into the trophy room and pointed out the badminton trophy.

“That’s the cup in my photo.” he said.

She nodded.

“I’ve found a copy of your photo as well.” She took down the album and turned to the page with the photograph. “Here it is. It was 1967.”

“So now I know. Thank you for that.”

“Your parents also won two years previously.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“There’s a picture taken the year in between. I think you’ll find it of interest.”

She turned to the picture showing the two couples. 

“That’s me!” he exclaimed. “That little boy is me. I presume the other couple were the winners that year?”

She nodded. “The Stewarts.”

“That name rings a bell. My folks saw a lot of them. I remembered they moved away. My folks used to send Christmas cards every year but lost their address. I wonder what happened to them?”

“Mr Stewart was killed in the Piper Alpha Disaster. His widow died a couple of years back from cancer.”

“Well, it’s good to know someone remembers them. What about the daughter? Do you know about her?”

She closed the album.

“Why do you want to know?”

“Curiosity more than anything. I imagine she found someone, and they now have six children. I don’t expect I’ll ever see her again. It’s too late now. I wouldn’t know her now if I passed her in the street. I’d just like to know she’s all right.”

He sighed.

“She was something special and I regret never telling her.” His words came as something of a shock to her.

“Supposing you were to meet her, what would you say? Remember I used to be in the police. I might be able to find her for you.”

“Would you? Would you really?” he asked. Before she could reply he continued. “No. Don’t try to find her. It could be embarrassing, for both of us. There’s the question of data protection to consider. And besides, she’s in my past. I’ve found you now. I’m hoping you can be in my future.”

She was taken aback by his honesty about her. “You don’t waste any time, do you?” 

“None of us knows how long we have.”

She took a deep breath before continuing. “There’s something about the picture you don’t know, but I do. It’s the 1966 picture. That little girl, it was me.”

“You were Julie Stewart?”

“Before my first marriage.”

“Oh, wow!”

***
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I had just arrived at the clubhouse and heard voices in the trophy room. I didn’t recognise one voice and opened the door to see who this newcomer was. It was too early for my swim, so I was still wearing my collar. I apologised for intruding on their private conversation.

“Not at all, vicar.” said Bob. “Tell me, what is your policy on marriage after divorce?”

“I know some priests won’t allow it, but I have no objection.”

“That’s good to know,” said Bob. He turned to Julie. “Would you want a church wedding?”

“It’s not something I’ve thought about,” she admitted. “I don’t have many relatives who’d be there. So probably not.”

She stopped talking rather suddenly as the penny dropped.

“Hold on. Wait a minute! Did I just hear a proposal?”

“I think you did.” I said. “If so, it’s probably best if I leave you two to discuss it without me around.”

I quickly left the room and wandered outside into the sunlight.

***
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So, was it a proposal?

Did Julie say yes? I know you’d like to know. 

Reader, I married them.

That story, one of many events that occurred during his tenure as the ‘Vicar of Panacres’ and the rather joyful conclusion, occurred during the time he was active within the Club. However, the Vicar is rather a Johnny-come-lately. As the records show the club had existed for very many years before he became involved. This story has its beginnings back in 1968 and ... Well, I’ll let him tell you about it! Ed.
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Ivy’s Story
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Andrew Calow

I’m sitting in the front room of one of my parisioners, Mrs Ivy Birch. She brings in two cups of tea on a tray. Also, on the tray is a plate of custard creams. I take out my notebook and click my biro into action as she steels herself to tell me the story. We take our cups off the tray. She looks out, through the windows, at the passing clouds and begins.

“I remember well the summer of 1968. In particular, I remember the family holiday, we spent it at the Panacres Naturist Club. To be perfectly honest, I hadn’t really wanted to go there but needs must as they say. Not that I had anything against the idea of going to a naturist place, but in this country?

“The previous year my parents took my sister, Linda, and me to a fledgling naturist resort in the South of France. We had typical hot Mediterranean weather. Although we were camping, it was still an expensive time for my father’s wallet. Life wasn’t helped by the Foreign Currency Restrictions imposed on us travellers by an impecunious government. My father complained about their petrol; it smelt the same, about the only thing that did, but it cost a lot more and then they priced it in litres, just to confuse us British.

“It was later that year that the Sterling Crisis hit and although we were told the pound in our pocket had not been devalued, it effectively put an end to our French holidays for good.

“It had been my father’s idea for us to join the Panacres Club and spend our fortnight’s holiday there. We joined at the right time; a caravan had come on to the market and my father seized the opportunity to buy it, our little holiday home.

“When I look back on 1968, I don’t know how we would have reacted had we been abroad as the Russians marched into Prague. We had a good crowd at the club even if some had regional accents which took a bit of getting used to.

“The family only had a fortnight’s holiday; that was all they allowed me from my job at the Picture House. Linda was still at school, so had the full six weeks to enjoy her holiday.

“We could be at the club around two hours after leaving home if the roads were clear and my father used to do the journey there and back on the one tank of petrol. Nowadays, since they’ve built that motorway it’s knocked half an hour off that journey. I certainly think my father would have liked that reduction had he still been with us. Not that he was a fast driver, don’t get me wrong, but with those narrow roads back then, all it took was one tractor to delay us.

“There are things I remember from 1968 to this day. I have only to hear a few bars of music from Oliver! to be transported back in time like Patrick Troughton to September of that year. I had the occasional weekend off and was allowed to visit the club as a member in my own right. It meant going by train, but someone from the club would always pick me up at the station.

“That was how I first met George Birch. He had been sent to buy some food from the supermarket and timed his trip to pick me up in the club minibus, a garishly decorated Bedford Van. It was adequate for short journeys, but as most people had their own transport, it was mostly used for transporting goods rather than passengers.

“I’d seen George knocking around the place when I was at the club with my parents. He was a couple of years older than me and seemed to be something of an odd job man, always tinkering with the Bedford or doing minor maintenance on the site. 

“Most of the times I saw him, he was dressed in overalls, his pockets carrying his tools. Sometimes I’d seen him sunbathing nude during his lunchtime, but I had assumed that he was some outside contractor, brought in to carry out minor tasks. 

“How wrong could I be? Yes, he was talented at fixing the old Bedford, but he was working at the club as his summer job. He was about to enter his final year as a Mechanical Engineering student. Not only did he work at the club, but he was also a member. 

“On our journey from the station, I didn’t say much and neither did George. Once inside the perimeter, he drove me to my parents’ caravan. He offered to help me carry my luggage and food for the weekend into the caravan, but I told him I could manage. I saw him drive away in the Bedford before I undressed and began to unpack my food. I thought I had enough for the weekend. Only time would tell.

“That afternoon, or what was left of it I spent sitting outside reading the paperback of 2001: A Space Odyssey. I’d seen the film many times when working, or rather I’d seen parts of it as I’d missed parts at the start while waiting to seat latecomers or when filling up my tray with interval refreshments. I was seeking some clarification on those parts I’d missed though I can’t say the book helped!” 

***

[image: ]


She pauses to sip at her tea and I reach for a biscuit. 

“Yes, help yourself. I don’t really like them.

***
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“It was after six when I went back inside to begin cooking my evening meal. I’d peeled a couple of potatoes and was going to put them on to boil. I turned on the gas and put a match to it. After a couple of seconds, the flame spluttered and died. I tried again but to no avail. I didn’t know what to do. I locked up the caravan and went to the clubhouse to see if anyone there could help.

“I found someone, to be honest, I forget just who it was and explained my predicament. He told me to go back to our caravan and he’d get someone to look into it. I did as I’d been told. I was listening to The Archers when I heard a tap on the door. It was George. He was in full naturist uniform, but at that moment he was my knight in shining armour, come to rescue a damsel in distress. He tried lighting the ring and the oven but without success. He told me to stay in the caravan, promising to be back in a bit and he went away. I didn’t know what the problem was and George hadn’t said. I wasn’t convinced he knew either.

“He returned during Jimmy Clitheroe’s programme, at around five past seven. I remember asking why he’d been so long, but he just shrugged it off saying some things took time.

“It was only later, weeks later, I found out what he’d done. He’d diagnosed an empty gas bottle. It seems it was only partially full when my father had bought the caravan. George had been on the phone to my father and had asked him if he could send a cheque for a new bottle. Once this was agreed, George came and fitted a new bottle. As I said, he was my knight in shining armour, even though to look at him he had the form of a Greek god.

“I next saw him the following afternoon. As I passed the clubhouse I could hear the commentary on the Oval Test. I knew at home my father would be avidly watching on TV willing England to victory against the Aussies. I nearly walked past the pool when I saw George in the water with another couple.

“I remember calling out to him and thanking him for coming to my caravan the previous evening. George’s companions immediately jumped to one conclusion and I regretted my choice of words. They weren’t exactly accusing him, but certainly suggested he’d struck lucky. He did his best to convince them otherwise but no-one believed it.

“He tried to change the subject and invited me to join them in a game of water volleyball. I thought it would be fun to play, but George took it seriously. 

“He did not like to be beaten and although the two teams were matched numerically when it came to our sporting abilities, George’s competitive spirit shone through. We attracted quite a crowd who were urging us on with shouts of ’Well done, Silly!’ We won easily and our opponents withdrew to lick their wounds and dry off in the warm sunshine.

“George thanked me for being his partner. I told him he had been the star player on our team, but he insisted I’d played a major part. He suggested we went for a drink to celebrate our victory and explained he’d need to return to his caravan for some shillings if we were going into the bar or we could have coffee in his caravan. I told him that my caravan probably had the better gas pressure and I had a new tin of Nescafé.

“So, we ended back at my caravan enjoying each other’s company and sharing a towel on the bench seat. I asked him about the shouts and why they called him Silly. It took a bit of explaining. His first name was Arthur, but he preferred to be called George. With his initials being AG it was only a matter of time before someone with a scientific bent called him Silver, especially in the light of his surname of Birch. 

“He asked me out and suggested we go to the local cinema where they were showing a Morecambe and Wise feature, The Magnificent Two. I remembered having seen this played at my cinema and not been impressed. But it was the chance of a night out with George and I certainly wasn’t going to turn that down. 

“The cinema building was small, one of those places with a small staff and the same few people did all the jobs. As we entered the stalls area – the building didn’t have a balcony – we passed the open door into the projection box. I glanced inside. Even though I worked in the industry, I didn’t really know what I was looking at. George looked in and immediately recognised what he saw.

“‘They’ve got a couple of 16mm projectors.’ he said, but he was speaking a foreign language as far as I was concerned.

“I’m probably biased, but I don’t think the presentation at this cinema was up to the standard of that in mine. The show began with a cartoon featuring some forgettable character I’d never heard of. We certainly didn’t run that film when we showed the main feature in my cinema. Five minutes into the film the sound went off. It was annoying and several in the audience hooted their derision. The staff were running around like the proverbial headless chickens and ticket sales were halted as no-one knew when the sound would be restored. George told me to sit tight and keep his seat. He eased along the row and went back up the aisle.

“He reappeared about ten minutes later carrying two choc ices for us. I wondered why it had taken him so long to get the ice creams and he said he’d fixed the projector. It was a model he was familiar with from the Film Club at his University and he’d used a torch bulb to make a temporary repair. The ices were courtesy of the management by way of thanks.

“We were later returning to the club than we’d expected to be, and the gate was locked as usual. Fortunately, George had a key. He parked up the van and offered to walk me back to my caravan. I invited him in for a coffee and we spent a long time in conversation. We had a second cup of coffee and this time I brought out the custard creams.”

***
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“Those are a different packet in case you’re asking.” 

I had wondered but didn’t like to ask.

***
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“It was certainly gone midnight when we called it a night.” Mrs Birch continued.

“We were together for much of the following day until the point when I had to return to the caravan to get dressed ready for my journey home. 

“As I sat on the train thinking about the weekend I thought what a perfect time I’d had and how I’d like to do it all again sometime. 

“On my next visit, it was at the time of Linda’s half term and all the family were there., I was eagerly looking forward to being with George again. As we arrived I noticed the stripes on the lawns. Someone had been busy. I asked a few people where George was and was dismayed to hear he was no longer there. I was told he’d returned to his University; his final job before leaving had been to use a moped engine to power the club’s lawnmower.

“I enjoyed the break with my family, but it wasn’t the same without George. I hadn’t realised just how much he meant to me. When I returned the following summer, I again looked for him without luck. I told myself I was being foolish and to forget about him.

“1969 was a year of changes at home. My father’s company was taken over, though fortunately, he wasn’t one of those who lost their jobs. Linda went off to University. I occasionally met up with some of my school friends and realised what I was missing by working most evenings. I switched to a job as a waitress in a café that was only open in the daytime. The money was slightly better, and I had evenings free.

“The manageress was strict but fair. There was one occasion when she told us all that she’d been asked to cater for some evening function. One of the factories was having a recruitment evening and they wanted to lay on a buffet for prospective employees. It offered a good rate of overtime and I was one who volunteered.

“It was supposed to finish by eight o’clock, but it was well past that time and we were still working. At half-past eight, the last of the potential new recruits left and we still had some nibbles on our tables. The interviewers came and grabbed some of the leftovers.

“It was the first time I’d seen George in a lounge suit and tie and for one moment I wasn’t sure it was him or not. I think he was surprised to see me as well. For a few seconds, neither of us spoke. 

“Once we had regained our powers of speech, he wasted no time in asking me out. I accepted. We had a few nights out together as we caught up on lost time. I found out that he was now working for the same company as my father. The two men enjoyed a good relationship at the company. 

“There was one particular Friday night when my father was later than usual coming home. I was soon to find out why.

“‘Listen, Ivy, I’ve been speaking with that young man of yours,’ he said. ’How do you feel about him?’ I told my father I’d been in love with George for ages. ‘Aye. That’s what I thought you’d say. He’s in love with you, you know. He came today to ask me for your hand in marriage. I said no.’

“I began to protest. ‘But.’ 

“Dad held up his hand. ‘If he wants to marry you, then you’re the one he’s got to ask. It’s you who needs to make the choice not me. There’s something else you need to know, Ivy. He’s won a Parisian weekend break for two which has to be taken by the end of June next year. I reckon that would make as good a honeymoon destination as anywhere. Of course, if you were to say no, then I might make him an offer for the trip and go with Mother.’

“That night George popped the question and we arranged our wedding for the start of June.

“We married on a sunny day and had a lovely honeymoon in Paris. The three children, all boys, George, John and Thomas, followed within the first ten years of our marriage. We watched them grow up and move out of our little house. They all married, and they’ve given us so many lovely grandchildren. Our son George and his wife Helen are members at Panacres, keeping up the family tradition. Thomas moved out to Australia. He’ll be coming back. 

“We would have celebrated our Golden Wedding Anniversary in 2020 but it wasn’t to be.”

She places her cup and saucer on to the tray. I put mine on as well.

“So, Vicar, do you think you can make a nice eulogy out of all that?” 
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Chance Encounter at the Roadrunner Ranch

[image: ]




Linda Weber

Catherine shielded her eyes with her hand against the bright early morning sun as she relaxed on a sun lounger and surveyed the pool and its inhabitants. The waves, created by people splashing and batting a small beach ball around, caught the sunlight and made them sparkle and dance like liquid diamonds. “There is karaoke, a dance tonight, and lots of fun sports to do. Maybe I can even get you to join the water aerobics in the morning,” suggested Diana brightly, as she perched on the lounger next to her and crossed her legs. Catherine groaned. Of course, Diana didn’t mind joining in on the exercise because she was still fit from her brief career as a ballet dancer. But what she loved most about Diana was the fact that as a naturist, she accepted all body types and never looked askance at Catherine’s curvy body. “You know,” Diana continued, “no one judges you here. You can enjoy the water aerobics and anything else, and everybody will be friendly and encouraging.”

Catherine thought back to her days in college when they met as roommates. Diana would shuck off her clothes after the day’s classes and relax in their dorm room nude while studying. She had often encouraged her roomie to do the same. Catherine, however, could never imagine working on a paper in the all-together. Fast-forward to about ten-plus years, when Diana encouraged her to join her for a “girl’s retreat” at Roadrunner Ranch, a nudist resort in the desert.

“I’m going to see what other events are on the schedule while we are here for the weekend,” Diana proclaimed as she slid her feet into her sandals and plopped a hat on her head. “Relax by the pool while I go to the office and pick up a schedule of events.” 

With her rounded dark sunglasses, she looked like she stepped out of the pages of a magazine. 

She grabbed her towel and stuffed it into her tote. Catherine watched her as she walked out of view toward the office. She adjusted the lounger down a few notches so she could rest a bit, put on her sunglasses, and closed her eyes.

***
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“Pardon, but is this lounger reserved?” a male voice asked. Catherine’s eyes flew open. She sat up with a start, blinking rapidly, trying to distinguish the face of the man asking the question. She couldn’t see his features because he was standing between her and the sun. All she could see was a halo around his head. She hesitated with confusion as the man repeated the question. “I saw a water bottle on it and didn’t know if someone was saving it.” Catherine had dozed off; her thoughts were just now solidifying.

“No, no one is sitting there. My friend must have forgotten it by accident when she left,” she stammered.

“Great!” the man exclaimed and grabbed a towel out of his bag and unfolded it out on the lounger. Catherine reached over and removed Diana’s forgotten water bottle that the stranger had set down between the two loungers. “Fantastic view of the pool and all the fun,” he announced. Once settled, he put out a hand and revealed, “My name is Ryan, a pleasure to meet you.” 

Embarrassed, she self-consciously pulled her knees up on the lounger before shaking his hand and telling him her name. While gripping his hand, Catherine got a good look at him. “He has a kind face,” she reflected; handsome with smile crinkles at the corners of his eyes, which she loved. Ryan appeared to be about her age, in the late thirties. She wondered if he was alone in life like her or if he was one of the lucky ones to have someone to walk with on life’s journey.

He turned his head to face her after he put on his sunglasses and asked, “This is my first time here. Would you have any recommendations for the activities or the food at the Café?”

Catherine turned to answer him. “This is my first time too, so I am just discovering all of the amenities as well. I am here with my former college roommate. She lives not far from here and likes to come here often and relax.”

“Well, she is a lucky lady then because this looks like a very nice place. I think I am going to enjoy my visit here,” he remarked as he smiled broadly at her.

Catherine smiled and blushed and hoped Ryan would chalk up her red cheeks to time in the sun. They were just settling in on their loungers when Diana walked up. “Well, there goes Ryan once he gets a look at Diana,” Catherine mused. Diana eyed the handsome stranger and then smiled at Catherine.

“Hi, my name is Diana,” she revealed as she stuck out her hand and walked between the two loungers. “Have you met my friend Catherine?” she asked as she shook his hand and looked over at Catherine.

“Yes, I have. We were just talking about it being our first visit here at Roadrunner Ranch.” Ryan answered.

“Well, I think it would be a great idea if you both perused the schedule of activities I picked up from the office and maybe join in on a couple of them together.” Diana hinted. Turning to Catherine, she announced with a frown, “I’ve got to run home and grab my laptop. My editor just sent me a text; as luck would have it, I need to get my article in sooner than expected. “Ryan, would you mind keeping an eye on Catherine while I am gone? I would truly appreciate it since I feel bad enough for having to ditch her at the beginning of our girl’s weekend.”

Catherine started to protest, but Ryan smiled and responded, “It would be my pleasure!”

Diana threw out her hand and wagged her pointer finger at him. “Take good care of her, or you will answer to me!”

Ryan gave her the Boy Scout salute and declared, “On my honor, I will make sure she has a good time while you are absent.”

Diana adjusted her hat, turned, winked at Catherine, and sauntered off, her sandals making a slapping noise that faded as she rounded the Recreation room.

Embarrassed, Catherine mumbled, “Honestly, you don’t have to look after me. Diana has always been my “big sister” even though we are the same age. She always looked after me in college and apparently, still feels she has to do it way into adulthood.”

Ryan studied her face and divulged, “I am glad for this opportunity to spend some time with someone who’s open to the idea of naturism and feels comfortable embracing the nudist philosophy.”

Diana thought about the statement before answering. “Well, I wouldn’t say I am 100% comfortable yet, but I think I am almost there. Diana is the naturist. She kept trying to get me to go to a nude beach close to the college, but I always felt uncomfortable. I agreed to this weekend because Diana is such a good friend; I feel I owe her the courtesy of seeing why she embraces the philosophy like a mother with a newborn.”

Ryan found the statement humorous and laughed. That prompted Catherine to chuckle.

The conversation came easy as the two talked half the afternoon away. After feeling the increasing temperature of the desert, they took a dip in the pool and continued the conversation in a corner. Other bathers rotated around them talking, playing with the beach ball, and lounging on various flotation devices. They both laughed at one that looked like a slice of pizza.
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