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This is a work of fantasy fiction, and as a work of fiction, any resemblance to people, places or things is entirely accidental. The creation of certain buildings and locations is entirely the work of the author to avoid conflict and comparison with existing structures.

 

General notice.

This work of fiction deals with nudism and will mention nudity. It's sad that this has to be mentioned, as nudity should not be the shocking state that a person can be in that's it considered these days. Note that this means nudity, not sex.

 

License Notes.

This e-book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This e-book may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to the site where it was purchased and buy your own copy. Thank you for respecting the work of the author.

 


Foreword

Welcome, dear reader, to the tenth (!) Naked Crow book.

When I started writing the very first one, I had no idea if it would gain any interest. The fact that this is number ten tells me there is. Thank you for wanting to continue this journey with Sheila, Jeremy and me.

In this book I'm touching on a few issues that need to be addressed in the world. The love between people, and finding the gender that best fits you.

Transgender people are people, as we all are. Yes, this subject comes up in Naked Crow 10, and I did do some research into this. For that I want to thank Marie-Willa Bobo-Smith, who herself is a transgender woman. Without her input and feedback on specific parts of the book, I would not have been able to write those paragraphs true to life.

Thank you, Marie. 


Chapter 1

An early summer Sunday. Sheila and Jeremy were at the Mighty Oaks. The resort wasn't very busy yet, so Sheila had a day off and she intended to spend that in the company of nice people. Mike and Wendy, good friends of Jeremy and Sheila, were there with their baby boy. Mandy had arranged for a few hours off as well.

Sheila had called Josy and asked if she wanted to join them, but her friend had something else planned. During her latest vacation at the Mighty Oaks, she'd met a nice man at the volleyball field. He had been watching, like she had. Sheila grinned as she recalled Josy's excitement after that first, long talk, and how Josy had kept looking at her watch. The man, Keith, had asked her out to dinner at the resort's restaurant. And now she was away with him, to meet his parents.

"Hey, Earth to Sheila." Jeremy waved a hand in front of her face. "Where are you and why are you grinning?" Sheila told him about her memory.

Mike snorted. "I had never expected Josy to get hooked on someone. Or by someone. Whatever." He picked up his son, Bryce, and looked at the tiny human with an expression of utmost adoration. "Isn't he beautiful?"

Wendy, his wife, looked at him. "You have said that so often in the past hour, Mike. Maybe you can say something else for a change?"

"Like what? Like, ‘aren't you beautiful'?"

Jeremy laughed and said that would be a good start. As Sheila glanced at him, he hugged her and said, "And you are beautiful too, Sheila."

"Gods, that sounded so convincing," Sheila exclaimed, "I'd almost believe it."

Jeremy kissed her on the cheek. "Your father told me to say that." He winked and laughed again, this time about the mock slap Sheila gave him on the arm.

"How do you like your new job, Mandy?" Wendy turned to the latest employee of the Mighty Oaks as she took Bryce from Mike. Sheila had noticed how the two kept taking the boy from each other.

Mandy grinned. "I've gotten used to it by now. It was quite a change from the Native American Center, let me tell you that. The first few days I was so tired…"

"I remember," Sheila said. "I felt so sorry for you. Still want your old job back?" Mandy had said something along those lines, on her second day.

"Nah, don't bother. I'll live," Mandy said as she winked at Sheila. "I wouldn't want to get into a fight with Winny over that job."

Sheila knew Mandy was over the moon with the new job. It still surprised her a bit how good a naturist Mandy was. The vacation in Canada they had spent together, had shed a completely new light on her Native friend, and it was a good one.

Jeremy's phone rang and dragged Sheila out of her musings.

"Oh, hi Mom," Jeremy said as he answered the phone. "Where's the fire?"

Sheila tried to keep her mind on the conversation with Mike and Wendy, but she also wanted to know what Jeremy's mother would call about. That turned out to be an invitation for dinner, since they hadn't shown up there for some time. That made her grin. They hadn't seen her parents in even longer, and they didn't seem worried about losing touch with their daughter and her husband.

"Sheila, when do you have an evening off?" Jeremy looked at her.

"In… two days. Why?"

"Cool. We're on for dinner with my parents then," he said and winked. Before Sheila could say or ask anything, he confirmed that evening and so they had a dinner date in a few days.

Mandy and the others laughed at her surprised face. Sheila grinned also. There were worse things than being invited for dinner. Jeremy's parents were very nice, and much more open to naturism than her own.

"I think I need to get back to work," Mandy said as she checked her watch. "Too bad, it's fun here with you, but I'm not complaining. I love this job."

The group waved as Mandy walked off.

Mike scratched his beard. "She's a good one, little sister." He kept calling Sheila that. "Everyone loves her. She's cool."

"And Winny's happy in her new job too," Sheila said. "We met her this morning, before coming here."

Jeremy ended the phone call. "Best wishes from my parents. They're looking forward to the dinner date."

"Thank you. It'll be nice to see them again." Sheila's work at the resort had kept them from being social creatures for quite some time now, so this invitation was very welcome.

"If you run into Winny again, give her our best," Mike said to Sheila and Jeremy. "Does she miss us?"

"She does," Jeremy knew. "You should give her a call someday and ask her over. She's always asking about Bryce." He pointed at the child Wendy held against her chest. Bryce was doing a good job at drooling all over her.

"Good plan," Mike agreed. "She can come over and be naked again. I'm sure she misses that too." His look was questioning.

"She does, but she takes her clothes off at home," Sheila said. "She only works part-time, so she can enjoy plenty of nude time." She recalled how she had worked at the Native American Center as well, after walking out of the dentist's practice. That all seemed so long ago now.

"Tell her to come here when she's not working," Wendy suggested. "She's been here long enough, I'm sure you can get her a free pass." That made everyone laugh. Winny already had a pass to come to the Mighty Oaks whenever she wanted. Sheila promised she'd let Winny know that she was being missed.

***

"What are you doing?" Jeremy asked as they got ready to visit his parents for the dinner invitation. "They said not to dress too fancy."

"Shut up, husband. Sometimes I feel like dressing up so I am going to dress up," Sheila said. "If you want to go in shorts and a t-shirt, that's fine with me. I'm wearing this." She looked herself over in the mirror and approved. "You like?"

Jeremy grinned. "Not like. Love. You do look gorgeous in that dress, Sheila."

"Hah. I know." Sheila loved the wildflower print on her dress and now she had an opportunity to show it off. If she had to wear clothes, she wanted to wear something nice and loose. Most definitely loose.

They left their loft and made their way to Jeremy's parents, who were very happy to see them.

"Come in and go right through to the patio," Jeremy's Dad said. "We're having dinner there. It's too nice out to sit inside." Sheila couldn't agree more.

Dinner, as the two had already expected, took the shape of a relaxed barbecue evening, where everyone could prepare what they wanted. Jeremy's parents had another surprise for their visitors.

"If you feel more comfortable taking your clothes off, please do so."

Sheila knew these people were quite open to naturism, but this was not what she had expected. "Thank you so much," she said, and immediately slipped out of her dress. If their hosts wondered why she wore nothing under it, that was their problem. Sheila felt best this way. No one made any comment. "Would you have a towel to sit on?"

"Oh, of course!" Her mother-in-law hurried inside, to return with a few towels.

"So what are you doing these days?" Jeremy's father looked at the two as if he expected some incredible revelation.

"We work, Dad," Jeremy said as he sat down after undressing as well. "I have the security stuff and Sheila still works at the naturist resort. And you?"

Jeremy's father grinned. "Same old, same old." Sheila knew the man worked as a head nurse at the local hospital. He loved his job very much and had successfully avoided any promotion that took him away from the actual work floor. "Always interesting times, you know."

Sheila was glad the man enjoyed his work so much, but she couldn't imagine work like his was so interesting. Good thing that there were people like him, though. If you ended up in hospital, nurses were like gold.

"In a few days we'll get a group of people in that visited Argentina," Eric Weber continued. "They were in some kind of accident and their insurance company wants them hospitalized and checked out before they go back to work."

"The whole group?" asked Jeremy.

"Yes. All from the same company," his father confirmed. "From what we've heard so far, they were walking around in some mine-shaft and some kind of gas escaped, causing many of them to be unwell."

"And they let these people travel by plane?" Sheila was quite surprised.

"Apparently they're all fine again. Well enough to travel anyway," Eric said. "We're asked to prepare a number of rooms for them so we can keep them there for a few days, for observation."

"And do you know what kind of gas it was?" Jeremy asked.

"From what I heard it stank." Eric shrugged. "No one reported any ill effects after getting out in the fresh air for a few hours, but we will have a look."

"And now we heard enough of that," Jeremy's mother Gail said. "Jeremy, have you made any more paintings of your wife? You were into that for a while and suddenly we heard nothing about that anymore."

Jeremy looked a bit guilty. "I was busy with other stuff." It was true. He'd been busy with a new training to become even better at his job. The Internet was taking over in all things security so he was learning about the Internet of Things.

"And he lacked a good model," Sheila said, coming to his rescue. "I was at work most of the time."

"Such a waste," Gail said, shaking her head, "you make such nice paintings. I wish you would paint something for us."

"And what would you like to have?" Jeremy was intrigued by that comment. "I may be able to do something for you if you're not in a hurry. My study is quite important."

"Oh, of course, you have to stay on top of your game, son," Eric said.

His mother however ignored that comment. "If you could make something with yourself and Sheila. Somewhere in nature, with trees, or with mountains and a lake. I would like that."

Sheila grinned as she saw Jeremy's surprised face. His mother clearly had quite a clear idea of what she would like to see.

"Uh-huh. And how would you want Sheila and me to look? Like this? Both in tuxedo?" Jeremy was making a joke of it all, but his mother smiled.

"Not in tuxedo. I am sure you both would feel miserable that way. Would you be able to do something with both of you being, well, natural, but without the, ehm, visually more problematic parts showing? So we can have it on the wall and be proud when people come to visit?"

Sheila stared at her mother-in-law. "The visually more problematic parts? That's the weirdest way I ever heard that described." She had to laugh. "So, husband, do you think you could pull that off? Without showing the problematic parts?" Again she snorted.

"Hey, stop, I haven't said I would do it, okay?" Jeremy looked from his wife to his mother. "I just asked…"

"And asking is handing in the answer," his mother finished the sentence for it. "Yes, please, we would be so happy. And there is no need for you to do it quickly. We know that good work needs time."

Jeremy shook his head. "If I didn't know any better, I would think you had this all planned out in advance."

"I'm not making any comments on that," Eric said. "Let me get some more food from the barbecue before it burns…" He got up and moved to what he probably considered the safe zone.

"I am innocent," Sheila said. "This is a surprise for me as well. I do have to say that I like the idea. I know a few places with trees where you could get some inspiration. And we have some pictures from Canada, with mountains and a lake too, remember?"

"Pictures are not the same as the real view," Jeremy muttered, realizing he was more and more committing himself to actually creating a painting.

"I am sure you will be able to come up with something, Jeremy." His mother smiled at him and winked at Sheila. "We'd be so proud of such a painting."

"Okay, okay." Jeremy grinned. "I seem to have gotten myself into this. Thanks, Mom."

"You're very welcome, son."

Eric returned with several plates. "Food. Eat, everyone, it's still good."

The guests took care of the plates quickly.

***

"I really like the idea of the painting," Sheila said as they were on their way back home. "It was surprising but fun."

"True." Jeremy had quickly come to terms with the idea as well. "You know, in a way I'm glad she brought that up. I have been neglecting painting lately."

"Life got in the way, Jer. But it would be nice if you could pick that up again. Do you remember the spot where you asked me to marry you? Wouldn't that be a nice place for it?"

"How could I forget? It's pretty there but I don't think it's that great a spot for a painting. There's nothing but trees there. It's not really an engaging view."

"But I'll be there too. Doesn't that make it engaging enough?" Sheila put her hand on his arm for a moment. She liked how it made him smile.

"It does for me," he admitted. "I'll think of something. Tomorrow shouldn't be too busy. I'll have some time to ponder a few options."

"And I want to hear all about them," Sheila said. "If I'm going to be in the picture, I want to have a say in it."

"Of course. And Sheila?"

"Yes?"

"You're always in my picture."


Chapter 2

Sheila arrived at the Mighty Oaks resort a bit earlier than she needed to. She loved the serene quiet of the mornings, walking from the car park to the reception building. There was a bit of a chill in the air that gave her goosebumps, but at the same time that made her feel alive. Halfway down the path she stopped and looked around. This was her workplace. Trees, fresh air, early birds chirping, the occasional squirrel rustling through the branches.

"You're one lucky lady," she said to herself.

"You are," Acaraho agreed, surprising her. He didn't often just fall into a conversation with her.

"Oh! Good morning. Although that doesn't matter to you, I guess."

"It does not, Shíile Isshiiá, but I see your delight and I agree that you are fortunate with your place of work."

Sheila enjoyed the moment for a while longer and then walked along the path. A few early guests were already working out on the large lawn, doing yoga and other stuff. She even saw a few fanatics getting ready to run. She had never understood the need for that, but as long as they enjoyed it, power to them.

To her surprise, she saw a lady waiting near the door of the reception building. "Sheila," the woman said, sounding relieved. Sheila didn't remember her name but she had seen her before. The woman was staying here for a week, with her husband.

"Good morning, ma'am," she said. "Is there anything I can help with?"

"Yes, yes, thank god you're here!" The woman took Sheila's hand and started walking.

Sheila pulled herself loose. "Can you please first tell me what's wrong?"

The woman wrung her hands as she explained there was a ghost in their cabin. "It is really terrible. Can you come with me and see what you can do about it?"

This was the very first time Sheila had been asked to handle something like this by a guest. "A ghost? Are you sure?" And why did you wait for me instead of going in, she added in silence. Well, perhaps the answer to that was obvious. Or wasn't it?

"Of course I'm sure. I don't get out of bed at this time if nothing's wrong." The woman now clearly was getting agitated, so Sheila agreed to follow her.

"Acaraho, do you sense any strange activity around here?"

"There is none, Shíile Isshiiá," her spirit guide said. "There has to be something else. I am confident you will find it."

The cabin was one in a row of six. Most of them still had the curtains or blinds closed and Sheila hoped the woman would contain her anxiety about the ghost until they were inside. Having people wake up over this was not good - unless there really was something going on.

The woman slowly opened the door to the cabin. "George? Are you in there?" This baffled Sheila. Had the woman already named the ghost George? Or was that her husband's name? The guest listened, nodded, then went inside. Sheila went in too. She let her antenna reach out as she did so. Being prepared for anything out of the ordinary usually paid off. There was nothing, though.

Inside the cabin nothing seemed out of the ordinary either. A man was on the bed, sound asleep.

"George?" The woman touched the man's shoulder. He jumped and cursed, "George! There is a lady present!"

"What?" The man rubbed his face, then noticed Sheila. "Oh. Ehm. Sorry. Good morning."

"Didn't the ghost wake you up?"

The man, George, turned to his wife. "Ghost?"

As he spoke, it happened. A closet door opened and slammed shut. His wife screamed and ran outside. The door of the closet slammed again, and a moment later the plates in the cabinet next to the closet started shaking.

"What…" George stared as the closet door opened once again. Before it could slam shut, Sheila had jumped forward and grabbed it. Something pulled at the door for a moment and then the ghost seemed to vanish.

"This is weird," Sheila said as she kneeled down to inspect the door and the inside of the closet. Never before had she witnessed anything like this. Then she laughed, almost falling backwards.

"What, what?" asked George. "What did you find?"

Sheila got up and opened the door. She pointed at a thin piece of metal. "There's the ghost," she said. "I'm sure there are some kids who are laughing their butts off as we speak." She checked the cabinet with the plates. "Thought so," she said as she pulled another piece of metal wire from it. "I think I have just disabled the ghosts."

"I'll be darned." George finally got off the bed and inspected the closet. The metal rod in there was amazingly long. "I should leave this in so we can see where it comes from on the other end." Since the closet was against the outer wall, they went outside where they found Mrs George. She was still scared and shaking.

"We found the ghost," Sheila said, and told her about the prank that some kids had played on them. She followed George around the cabin and sure enough, they found a hole in the wall from where a piece of wire was sticking out. The hole didn't look like it was made there by someone. It was just a part of the board that had shrunk and fallen out.

"That's something we'll have fixed," Sheila assured the visitors. "And my sincere apologies for this."

The couple laughed and told her not to worry. "This is the first time we were woken up by ghosts. It is a great story to tell, later," the woman said. "Thank you for your help and for getting that fixed."

"No problem. Have a wonderful day!" Sheila waved goodbye at the two and wandered off, back to the reception building.

Once there, she told John about the ghost. John laughed and said he'd find Mike. Mike would fix the problem in no time. Sheila thanked him and went outside again. Before she had found a spot to sit for a while, the phone in her bag buzzed. It was Jeremy.

"Hey," he said, "thought I would give you a call and see how you're doing out there." Sheila told him about the ghost as well, making him laugh. "Oh, that's a hoot! I wish I could have been there!"

"Too late, lover," she said. "Mike will fix it today. So how is your day going?" Sheila felt good about talking to him. He clearly enjoyed hearing about the ‘ghost'.

Jeremy told her about a new exhibition that was going to be held at Splendart. "No one has told me yet what kind of stuff will be shown, but Charlie is really happy about it so it must be something big." Jeremy also said that he hadn't seen Rodney, the co-owner of the SplendArt gallery, in a while. "Charlie told me he's out and about, gathering stuff. Whatever that might be."

"And are they planning nude opening nights?" Sheila had to ask. SplendArt had done several of those, and they had almost all been visited well. Even by people who wouldn't normally come to the Mighty Oaks resort.

"No idea, really. I'll ask Charlie when I see her. Okay, got to go now. I have to order some stuff. Talk to you later, Sheila."

"Happy ordering, husband of mine. And watch out for ghosts," she told him. She grinned as she heard him laugh while ending the call.

Sheila went back to the reception building to tell John and Mandy about the ghost.

"What? You are kidding us, aren't you?"

"Not at all. I'll go over there again later," Sheila said. "Maybe I can find the parents of those kids who pulled that stunt, and ask them to rein in their offspring. Jokes are good, but scaring the hell out of guests is going too far."

With a mug of coffee she went outside for a short break. Sheila had barely found a spot to sit when her phone rang. It surprised her because it was the ringtone that announced a call from Josy. Why would her best friend call at this hour? "Hey, Josems, what's up?"

"Hey."

That surprised Sheila. Josy usually consisted of a lot of noise, laughter and screaming. A subdued ‘hey' was not Josy, so her alarm bells went off as her pulse went up. "Josy? What's the matter? Are you okay?"

"Yeah. I think."

The sound of Josy blowing her nose worried Sheila. Had she been crying? That was wrong also. As far as Sheila knew, Josy might not even be able to write the word crying. "You think? That's not an answer. Talk to me, woman, what's going on there with you?" She wanted to add something about Josy's boyfriend but there was a warning signal from somewhere that told her not to.

"I'm… Sheila, I'm a mess. Can we talk somewhere?"

"Of course, Josy. Just say where. I can come over if you want."

"No. I want to come to the Oaks. You're there, right?"

"I am. Come over, girl. I'll be waiting."

"Thanks." Josy ending the call with just a ‘thanks' was wrong as well. Sheila quickly typed a message to Jeremy about this strange call with Josy. He should know about that, she thought. Jeremy and Josy were best friends as well.

"Want me to come over?" he wrote back almost immediately.

"Not yet but thanks. Will let you know." Sheila answered. This whole thing did not make her feel good. Josy was never a mess. Okay, that time when she had been caught in the past, among the dinosaurs, but that had been a very strange situation. Sheila slowly rubbed the big scar on her leg. Thinking back to that, it was a miracle they had both survived that ordeal without going crazy.

After finishing her coffee, Sheila went about her daily business until her phone's sound told her that Josy had arrived. "At parking lot" was all the message said. Sheila hurried over there.

***

Approaching Josy's car, Sheila saw something was more than just very wrong. Josy was still sitting in the driver's seat, fully dressed. Everything about that picture screamed wrong.

"Hey," Sheila said after opening the door.

Josy slowly turned to face Sheila, her cheeks wet from tears and her eyes puffy from crying. "Hey." Even that one word croaked out of Josy's throat.

"Josy? What the hell is wrong? Come. Get out of this car…" Sheila took her friend's hand and almost dragged her out and to her feet. She held on to Josy, fearing the woman would keel over if she didn't.

"I'm sorry, Sheila," Josy said, her voice only a bit better. "So sorry."

"Sorry about what?" Sheila sent her feelers out to Josy and found a great sorrow inside her friend. That didn't belong there. Whatever Josy had been through, had been devastating. "Where do you want to talk? In your car? We can drive out if you want. Or we can…"

"No." Josy shook her head. "Can we walk up to the Seven Oaks?"

Sheila had not expected that. That was the very spot where Josy had gone missing. Where she herself had spent a lot of time searching for Josy. "Sure. You want to undress first?" With Josy in distress like that, Sheila thought it best to ask first. If Josy had said no, then Sheila would have taken her along all dressed.

"Of course." It took Josy long to get out of her clothes. Sheila took that time to send a quick message to John, telling him she was dealing with a personal emergency. "Okay. Ready." Josy sounded so down and miserable that it made Sheila want to cry and hug her friend for a long time.

With the car locked and the purse in hand, the two walked off. In silence. Also wrong. If anyone always had something to talk about, it was Josy. Sheila was convinced that everything would come out once they were at the Seven Oaks. Once they were past the lawn, they followed the trail that led up the hill, and at the top of that, the Seven Oaks were waiting for them.

"Are you sure you want to be here?" Sheila asked.

Josy wiped some tears from her cheeks. "Yes. This spot is special to us, isn't it?" At least she sounded a little more like herself now. That was good.

"It is."

They stood in the middle of the rough circle.

"Do you want to stay here, or would you prefer that I ‘move' us?" Sheila knew that her friend understood.

"No. This is fine. It's quiet here." Josy took a deep breath. "Damn it, Sheila. I need a hug."

"Come here, you." Sheila wrapped her arms around her friend and held her tight. "Tell me when you need to breathe again, okay?" A sob told her that Josy was filling up again, so she gently rocked her friend. "Just let it out if you have to let it out, Josy. It's okay. You're safe here."

"I know…" Josy's voice was muffled with the tears she was clearly trying to hold back, but a moment later she was crying again, and so Sheila held her and waited, comforting her friend as much as possible.

"Better now?" Sheila released her tight hold on Josy after her friend had calmed down again. She wished she had some water with her. Josy had to be dehydrated after all this crying.

"Yeah. Lots. Thank you." Josy's eyes were still red and swollen but she managed a weak smile. "I knew I could trust you, Sheila." She sat down, and so did her Shaman friend.

"Of course. Now talk to me, woman. At your own pace. Whenever you're ready." Sheila took a tissue from her bag and handed it to Josy. "Here."

After cleaning her face, Josy sighed once more. "Okay. You remember Keith, don't you?"

Sheila recalled the name of the man Josy had hooked up with. The new boyfriend. Something in the vibes coming from Josy told her there was something wrong with Keith, so she simply said, "Yes, I do."

"So yesterday I went with him, to visit his family. We'd done that before. But yesterday his sister would be there. I had never met her before, and he was always bragging about her. University, doctorate, whatever." Josy took some time to blow her nose. Sheila handed over another tissue. She sensed that would be necessary. "Thank you. So we went there and it was all fun and nice, and then Vicky came in." Josy fell silent.

"Vicky. That's his sister, right?" Sheila wanted to get things straight. Her intuition warned her that something was coming.

"Yeah. Vicky." Josy wiped her eyes again. "Sheila… do you believe in love at first sight?"

"I do…" Only after saying that, did Sheila grasp the proper meaning of what Josy was saying. "Wait… do you mean…"

Josy nodded. "Yes. That's what I mean. And that's what caused Keith to have a major fit and we got into a fight. Right there with his family." Josy took another deep breath. "Not right that moment, but later. When he had been away with his Dad, and I'd had some time to talk with Vicky."

Sheila's heart almost melted as she saw Josy's smile when saying that name. "Acaraho, do you see that?" Sheila's vision had switched by itself and now she saw an amazing color spectrum radiate from her best friend. It was breathtaking. Was that what love looked like?

"I do, Shíile Isshiiá."

"And that's where I am now," Josy said. As soon as her mind was away from Vicky, the colors faded. Everything around her became dark and grey. "I'm in a fight with my… boyfriend… and I miss that woman."

"Jesus, Josy, that's quite a story." Sheila wasn't sure how to react. "Is there anything I can do to help? Or Jeremy?" She was thinking about this Keith. She had seen him once and his appearance was quite impressive.

"I don't know." Josy reached out and took both Sheila's hands in her own. "I just want things to be right. For him, and also for me."

"For you and Vicky, you mean."

"Yeah." Josy glanced up at Sheila. "I'm glad you understand. Some people… don't."

"Some people. Like your parents?"

Josy shook her head. "They don't know. Not yet. That I'm… not into boys, I mean." She grimaced. "My Dad will be furious, I'm sure of that. And Mom… She wants the best for me, I know, but I'm not sure if her and my best are the same thing."

Sheila was glad that Josy seemed to feel a little better by now. This talk was helping. Now she felt she had to find a way to help some more, but how? She knew it wasn't her place to step in and ‘fix this' for Josy. "If there's anything I can do for you, let me know, okay?"

Josy squeezed Sheila's hands. "You don't know how much you're already doing, Sheila. Taking the time for me. Listening to me. Being supportive…"

"Of course, woman. We're friends, right? Through thick and thin. You know, while I was waiting for you, I realized we have a dinosaur grade friendship." Sheila pointed at her scar. "And there's the proof."

"Oh my god yes!" Josy put a hand over the scar. "That's…" She looked at Sheila. "That was incredible. I sometimes think about it too. Thank you for coming to find me."

Sheila patted Josy's hand. "Of course. I had to. You would have done the same, right?"

Josy wrinkled her nose. "Well… knowing where we've been now… I'm not so sure yet." She grinned, but the smile didn't touch her eyes, Sheila noticed. But at least Josy was cracking a joke again.

"Thanks a lot, friend," Sheila said and laughed. "Can I treat you to some coffee? Ice cream? Or do you have to report back to work soon?"

Josy shook her head. "I called in sick today. I just couldn't do it. Not after what happened yesterday. I'd like to take you up on the ice cream if that's okay."

"Of course it is. Otherwise I wouldn't have offered. Come on, girl. Ice cream treat. On me."


Chapter 3

"That's… huge." Jeremy looked at his wife over their dinner, which they had at the Mighty Oaks. "That's…" He was looking for words.

"I know. It was a surprise to me too, but not like a surprise. About her being gay, I mean." Sheila took a bite. "I thought she never had much luck with men, but now I know why. She never really tried. Until she gave it a shot with Keith."

"And that blew up in her face. Poor woman," Jeremy said. "Anything we can help her with?"

"I asked her. She said that us just being there for her, and not condemning her, is the best thing now."

"Condemn? Where did that come from?" Jeremy was astonished.

"It's what she said. I assured her we'll never dump her. She's a friend and we stick with friends."

Jeremy huffed. "Good thing that Keith person isn't here. I'd give him a piece of my mind…" He stabbed at his food, visibly angry. Sheila told him to calm down as anger wouldn't solve anything in this situation. "I know," Jeremy said, "but this kind of crap is making my blood boil. What is so difficult about letting everyone live their life the way they want to?"

"Dogma. Fear of the unknown. Stuff like that." Those words came from Alice, one of the two proprietors of the Mighty Oaks. "Sorry, I didn't want to drop in on you but I just caught what Jeremy said. Is there anything I can help with?"
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