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Foreword

Every journey home begins with a single moment of loss
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Every story has its beginning, though some are buried beneath the wreckage of what came before.
This one begins with a storm — a road, a family, and a little girl who should not have survived.
From that single moment of ruin came a lifetime of echoes: the kindness of strangers, the weight of loss, the stubborn light of hope that refused to go out. Years later, on a quiet stretch of Kentish farmland, that same light would find its way back — through love, through labour, through the people who would come to call Ashmore Grange their home.

But before the warmth of the hearth, there was the sound of rain on glass, and the cry of twisted metal on the M2.
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Prologue

Farthing Corner, 1963 — The Storm
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The rain had been relentless that morning, a silver curtain sweeping across the M2 near Farthing Corner Services as the little Morris Minor fought its way through the spray. Julie sat in the back seat, her rag doll clutched tightly, half singing to herself while her father hummed along to the crackling radio. 

“You singing again, poppet?” her father said warmly, glancing at her in the mirror.
Julie looked up, smiling around her thumb. “Rain, Daddy,” she said proudly. “Rain song.”
Her mother laughed softly. “It is a rain song, isn’t it? Clever girl.”
Her mother turned to smile at her, reaching back to straighten the blanket that had slipped from her knees.

A sudden glare of headlights flashed in the mirror.
“What the—? He’s coming up fast—” her father started.
The roar of a diesel engine filled the air—then everything shattered. The foreign truck slammed into the back of their car, the impact forcing them forward through the sheets of rain. The sounds of twisting metal, breaking glass, and a woman’s scream echoed into the storm and disappeared.

The Morris Minor flipped several times before stopping on the grass verge just below the service station. Rain hissed against the crumpled shell as people from the café and passing motorists hurried down the bank to help. But it was hopeless. The car was too badly mangled, the doors crushed, the windshield shattered. Through the broken glass, they could see the motionless figures inside and believed no one could have survived. None of them knew a child was in the back.

By the time the fire brigade arrived, steam rose from the wreck like breath in the cold air. Working under the glare of floodlights, they started cutting through the twisted metal to reach the couple in front. 

“Careful with that torch—watch the fuel line!” someone called through the hiss of rain.
Another firefighter leaned in, peering into the back. “Wait—there’s a child in here! Under the seat—look!”
It was only then, as one of the crew pulled aside a tangle of torn upholstery, that they saw a small hand beneath the seat.

“Hold it—stop cutting!” the lead man shouted. “She’s still breathing. Get the medics here, now!”

Julie was still alive — unconscious, barely breathing, tangled in the wreckage. The firemen could hardly believe it. When they freed her, she was handed carefully to the waiting ambulance crew, who worked frantically to stabilise her before racing her to hospital through the rain-soaked night.

“She’s a fighter, this one,” one of the crew muttered, checking her pulse. “Come on, sweetheart... stay with us.”

In the ambulance, the driver glanced across at his mate. “Not a mark on her face,” he said quietly. “You’d never know what she’s come through.”
“Luckiest child I’ve ever seen,” the other replied, eyes on the road. “Let’s hope she stays that way.”
But when they wheeled her into A&E, the truth told its own story. Her tiny body was covered in bruises, her ribs cracked, a deep gash along her temple hidden beneath her matted hair. Her breathing was shallow, one lung collapsed, and yet — somehow — her heartbeat held steady. The doctors said it was a miracle she’d survived the night.

But luck, as it turned out, would come and go from Julie’s life in waves — leaving its mark not in scars, but in silence.

In the weeks that followed, police pieced together what had happened on that stretch of highway. Witnesses described the lorry drifting between lanes before the collision, with its brake lights never turning on. When they pulled the driver from the cab, dazed but unharmed, the smell of alcohol told its own story.

At the subsequent inquest, the details were laid bare — the empty bottles found in the cab, the hours he’d been driving without rest, the tachograph showing speeds far above the limit. The court fell silent when the photographs of the wreck were shown.

The judge’s voice was cold as steel when he passed sentence: twenty-two years for causing death by dangerous driving.

Julie would never know his name, nor the face of the man whose carelessness had rewritten her life before it had even begun. But somewhere in the background of her story, his shadow remained — a quiet, unspoken truth buried in the noise of the past.

Julie remained in the hospital for several months following the accident, wrapped in silence and bandages, a mystery child with no family left to claim her.

When she was strong enough, she was moved into a foster home — a temporary stop in a world that didn’t quite know what to do with her. It was there she stayed until three years later, at the age of five, when she was taken to the orphanage that would come to define her early years.

The nurses said she was lucky to be alive. Julie never thought of it as luck — though later, she would remember none of it.

Luck had saved her once, but it would not always be kind. And though the storm had passed, its echo would follow her for years to come.
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CHAPTER ONE – The Orphanage
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The car doors slammed, and the sound echoed through the courtyard like something shutting behind her forever. Julie clutched her rag doll tight, its hair matted now from weeks of travel, and looked up at the tall brick building. The windows stared back — square, watchful eyes — and somewhere inside a bell rang that made her stomach twist.

A woman in a grey uniform stood waiting at the steps. Her shoes shone so much they looked wet.
“Come along,” she said without smiling. “We don’t dawdle here.”
Her voice was crisp as frost. Julie didn’t know what dawdle meant, but she knew she was doing it.
Inside smelled of polish and cabbage. The floorboards creaked in long sighs, and every sound seemed too loud. A clock ticked somewhere high above her head.
The woman — Matron Prentiss, someone had called her — bent down just enough to peel the doll from Julie’s grasp.
“Toys aren’t permitted outside the dormitory,” she said. “Rules are rules.”
Julie’s fingers reached after it, but the matron had already turned away.
Down the corridor, another door opened. A younger woman in a blue apron stepped out, wiping her hands on a towel. Her hair was soft brown, escaping its pins, and her smile appeared like sunlight through clouds.
“Oh, you must be Julie,” she said kindly. “Don’t worry, we’ll look after you.”
Julie wanted to believe her. She wanted to ask if her mummy was coming soon, but her throat ached too much to try.
Ellen crouched to her level, eyes warm. “You’ve had a long journey, haven’t you? Let’s get you some warm milk.”
Behind her, the matron’s heels clicked sharply on the tiles.
“No fuss, Nurse. She’ll settle soon enough.”
But Julie could already tell the difference between their voices — one that made her chest tighten, and one that made her breathe again.

That night, lying in the narrow bed under thin blankets, Julie listened to the building sigh and shift around her. The wind tapped at the panes like someone trying to get in. In the cot beside her, a small voice whispered through the dark.
“Don’t cry. She can hear you if you cry.”
Julie turned her head. Two pale eyes glimmered back at her in the faint spill of light from the corridor doorway.
“Who are you?” she whispered.
“Maggie,” came the reply. “I’ve been here ages. If you keep quiet, she leaves you be.”
Julie swallowed hard. “Will she be cross if I ask for my doll?”
“She’s always cross,” Maggie murmured, rolling onto her side. “But you can share mine if you want. It’s only got one arm.”
For the first time that night, Julie felt something shift — not warmth exactly, but the small, steady presence of someone who understood.

She reached across the narrow gap between their beds until her fingers brushed Maggie’s blanket.
“Thank you,” she breathed.
Neither girl spoke again. The silence grew softer around them, and Julie kept her eyes open until the dark became shapes, then dreams, then nothing at all.

From that night on, she and Maggie were never far apart — two small hearts learning to survive together in the shadow of Matron Prentiss.

Days turned into weeks, then months. The seasons outside the orphanage windows shifted, but inside, everything stayed the same — the waxed floors, the echoing corridors, the smell of boiled cabbage and disinfectant that clung to the air.

Matron Prentiss ruled the place like a clock: strict, unbending, and always watching. Her footsteps could be heard long before she appeared, sharp and measured, the sound that made children straighten their backs and lower their voices.

Julie learned quickly. Learned to eat what was put in front of her without flinching. Learned to fold her clothes perfectly square. Learned never to ask twice for anything.

Maggie became her shadow, her laughter soft and quick, her loyalty fierce in the way only childhood can make it. The two of them shared everything — whispered stories under the blankets, bruised shins from playground scuffles, and the secret language of children who have no one else.

But as they grew older, Matron’s temper seemed to harden like the ice on the windows in winter. A dropped cup meant a slap. A tear was met with scorn. Julie, quieter than most, became her favourite target.

“You, girl — look at me when I’m speaking.”
Julie would lift her eyes, trying to hide the fear. “Yes, Matron.”
“Always moping about. Do you think the world owes you something?”
“No, Matron.”
“Then stand up straight and stop feeling sorry for yourself.”
The punishments were never savage, but they were cruel in their precision — standing in the corridor for hours, missing supper, being made to scrub floors until her fingers bled. Nurse Ellen tried to intervene once, gently suggesting that Julie was only a child. The matron’s reply was thin as wire.
“Children learn through discipline, Nurse. You’ll see I’m right.”
Ellen didn’t argue again, but she found small ways to help — a warm drink left waiting, a quiet word of comfort, a bandage when no one was looking.

By the time Julie turned ten, she had become the still point around which the matron’s moods revolved. Maggie would squeeze her hand when the woman passed, whispering, “Ignore her. She hates what she doesn’t understand.”

Julie didn’t answer, but sometimes she wondered what there was about her to hate.

As the years turned, the orphanage seemed to grow smaller.
What had once felt endless now became a cage of routines.
The older girls worked in the laundry, the kitchen, or out in the gardens under Nurse Ellen’s softer supervision. Matron Prentiss still watched from the upper windows, her hands folded behind her back, waiting for an excuse to remind everyone who ruled the place.

Julie had long stopped crying. Her face had learned stillness, her voice control. She could polish floors until the boards shone, stitch torn hems neatly enough to please even the matron, and move through the days without leaving a trace of herself behind.

Maggie was the only one who ever saw the spark that still lived somewhere deep inside her — the quiet defiance that time hadn’t managed to grind away.

By fourteen, they were inseparable, sharing a narrow bed on cold nights when the frost crept across the windows.

They whispered about the world beyond the gates: towns with shops still open after dark, people who laughed without lowering their voices, fields that went on forever.

Maggie dreamed of finding work in one of those towns, maybe as a housemaid.

Julie said little, but she listened with her whole heart.

The matron seemed to sense their bond and resented it. Julie could feel the woman’s eyes on her at mealtimes, in the chapel, during chores — measuring, waiting.

The punishments became subtler. Letters that other girls received from relatives were withheld “by mistake.” Julie’s sewing work was unpicked and handed back without comment. Small cruelties, perfectly aimed.

Nurse Ellen did what she could, but her kindness had limits within those walls. She was older now, quieter, careful not to draw Matron’s attention.

Sometimes, when Julie passed her in the corridor, she would see the apology in Ellen’s eyes — the sorrow of someone who wanted to help and couldn’t.

At fifteen, Julie and Maggie were moved to the attic dormitory with the older girls. The air was thin and cold, the rafters full of pigeons. It should have been lonely, but up there they found a strange sort of peace.

They began to make plans — not yet real, not yet possible, but plans nonetheless. Maggie kept a small tin under her bed where she hid coins found in coat pockets and dropped by careless visitors.

Julie wrote the names of places on scraps of paper: Rochester. Maidstone. Canterbury. Somewhere — anywhere — that wasn’t here.

Matron Prentiss noticed, of course. Nothing escaped her. One evening, she summoned Julie to her office.

The room was neat and bare, the ticking clock loud enough to fill the silence between them.

“You think I don’t see you,” the matron said, her voice smooth as glass. “But I see everything. You think you’re better than this place. You’re not.”

Julie stood very still. “No, Matron.”

“Ungrateful girl. You’d be dead in a ditch if it weren’t for this home. You’ll remember that.”

“I do remember,” Julie said softly, and for once, she didn’t look away.

The slap came fast — a clean, deliberate strike that left her cheek burning. The matron’s breath caught as though she’d surprised herself. Julie didn’t cry, didn’t flinch. That, somehow, seemed to unsettle the woman more than tears ever could.

After that, something shifted. Matron Prentiss no longer raised her hand, but her dislike turned colder, quieter, more poisonous. Julie and Maggie became ghosts, moving through the halls with care and watchfulness, biding their time.

By the time Julie turned fourteen, her beauty began to shine through her plainness — with long blonde hair and blue eyes that appeared older than they truly were. The matron’s bitterness worsened each month. She called Julie a bad influence, too proud, too aware, not suitable for the younger girls to look up to. But the truth was simpler: Julie had outgrown her reach.

That winter, as the snow pressed against the dormer windows and the pipes groaned throughout the nights, Julie and Maggie started talking seriously about leaving. Not someday — soon.

They met quietly after lights-out, wrapped in blankets against the cold. Maggie had saved a few pounds; Ellen had quietly passed on an old coat and a pair of boots that would fit. The plan was rough, desperate, but real: they would wait until the matron’s rounds were finished, slip out through the laundry door, cross the yard, and take the path that led down to the main gate and freedom.

“What if we’re caught?” Maggie whispered one night.

“Then we try again,” Julie said. “I can’t stay here another year.”

Maggie looked at her, eyes wide with both fear and love. “Then neither can I.”

The wind rattled the windows, but the girls lay side by side, silent and certain. For the first time in years, Julie felt the faint beat of something that might someday become freedom.

In the days that followed, the atmosphere inside the orphanage grew heavier. Matron Prentiss’s eyes lingered longer when she passed them, as if she could sense something forming just out of sight. Julie and Maggie worked side by side, silent, careful, pretending nothing had changed.

Each night, they whispered plans under the blankets — what to take, which door to use, how far they could walk before dawn. They waited for the perfect moment, when Matron was tired, when Ellen was on duty, and when the heat of the day had drained all sound from the house.

Ellen said nothing, but Julie caught her watching them once with a look that seemed almost like understanding.

By the end of that week, the air felt heavy and close, filled with dust and the faint smell of polish. The days dragged on in thick, unmoving heat, and the nights were too warm to sleep. Even the birds outside had fallen silent.

On the last evening, Matron went to bed early, complaining about the heat. The girls lay in the dark, their thoughts racing faster than their breath.

“Are you sure?” Maggie whispered. “We could wait a little longer. Till it’s cooler.”

Julie turned on her side to face her. “Cooler won’t make her kinder. You know that.”

Maggie nodded slowly. “She’ll know by morning.”

Julie smiled faintly in the dark. “Then we’ll be gone by then.”

For a long time, neither of them spoke. The window creaked as the warm air pushed against it. Somewhere down the corridor, a door closed and footsteps faded away.

When the house finally stilled, Julie sat up. “Tomorrow night,” she whispered.

Maggie’s hand found hers in the dark. “Tomorrow,” she said.

The next day was endless. The matron’s temper frayed; the smallest thing drew her anger. Julie scrubbed, polished, and folded all without a word. By evening, her arms ached and her nerves felt raw.

When lights-out came, the dormitory fell quiet one bed at a time until only she and Maggie were awake. The clock in the hallway struck eleven, then twelve.

Julie sat up. “It’s time.”

Maggie didn’t move. “Already?”

She reached for the old coat Ellen had left folded by the laundry door a week before and slipped it on quietly. Then she picked up the small backpack she’d kept hidden under the bed, holding it close against her chest. Inside were the bare essentials: a crust of bread, a bottle of water, a spare pair of socks, underwear, and the little purse of coins Maggie had collected.

Maggie sat up slowly, her hands twisting the edge of the blanket. “What if it’s locked? What if someone hears us?”

Julie shook her head. “We’ll be careful. We can do this.”

They crept through the dormitory, each step heavy with fear. The air smelled of soap and summer dust, and the boards whispered softly beneath their feet. Down the corridor, the faint line of light under the matron’s door had gone dark.

“She’ll be making her rounds soon,” Julie whispered. “We have to go before she comes by.”

She reached for the old coat Ellen had left folded by the laundry door a week earlier and slipped it on quietly. Then she grabbed the small backpack she’d kept hidden under the bed, holding it close against her chest. Inside were the bare essentials: a crust of bread, a bottle of water, a spare pair of socks, underwear, and the little purse of coins Maggie had collected.

They sneaked out of the dormitory, the hallway dimly lit by moonlight streaming through the high windows. The air smelled of polish and candle wax. Every sound — the ticking of the hallway clock, the faint groan of a pipe — seemed loud enough to give them away.

Halfway down the staircase, Julie froze. The beam of Matron Prentiss’s torch slid across the lower landing, slow and searching. The matron was doing her rounds, moving from room to room, the sharp click of her shoes echoing like a warning.

Julie pulled Maggie back into the shadow beneath the stairs, pressing a hand over her mouth. The torch’s glow passed over the wall just feet away. They could hear the matron’s breathing, the rustling of her keys, and the low sigh she gave before turning away.

When the sound of her footsteps finally faded, Julie exhaled. “Now,” she mouthed.

They moved once more, carefully stepping until they reached the laundry room on the ground floor. It was cooler there, with damp air filled with the scent of soap and ironed linens. The small window above the sinks had been their plan from the beginning—low enough to reach and half-hidden behind the water tanks.

Julie placed the backpack down and ran her fingers along the frame. The latch was stiff, having been stuck tight for many years because it had not been opened. She tugged once, twice, but it wouldn’t budge. Her pulse quickened.

“Is it stuck?” Maggie whispered.

“Just stiff,” Julie muttered, fingers slipping on the metal. She tried again, pressing her shoulder against the frame until the latch suddenly gave way with a loud squeal. Warm night air rushed in as the sash lifted, carrying the smell of cut grass and soap from the yard beyond.

Maggie hesitated behind her, whispering, “What if she hears?”

“She’s gone to check the dormitories,” Julie murmured. “We won’t get another chance.”

The open window looked out onto the rear courtyard. Beyond it lay the vegetable garden, the fence, and the path leading to the main gate. Freedom was less than fifty feet away.

Julie turned to Maggie. “You first.”

But Maggie didn’t move. Her face turned pale, and her hands trembled at her sides. “I can’t,” she said. “I thought I could, but I can’t.”

Julie stared at her, heart pounding. “If you stay, she’ll never let you go. You know what she’s like.”

Maggie shook her head, tears welling. “At least here I know what to expect. Out there... I don’t.”

For a moment, the only sound was the ticking of the laundry clock and the faint chorus of crickets outside. Then Julie leaned in close, her voice barely a whisper. “I’ll come back for you. I promise.”

Maggie gave a trembling nod. “Go.”

Julie lifted the backpack, pushed it through the gap, and climbed onto the sill. The night waited, heavy and silent.

Suddenly, they froze when they heard movement outside in the hallway. Maggie quickly looked over her shoulder, as if expecting Matron to suddenly burst in and catch them. The footsteps approached, then receded, and the girls exhaled in relief. 

As the girls exchanged glances, the moonlight cast a soft glow over their uncertain faces. “This is it, then,” Julie whispered. “You haven’t changed your mind, have you?”

Maggie shook her head. “No. You know me—I’m a mess in a crisis.” She tried to smile, but her voice trembled. “But get in touch—okay? I’ll worry.”

Julie nodded sadly. She had no idea how to reach out without being discovered and caught, and that was a risk she couldn’t take. The two hugged tightly, tears streaming down their faces. Then Julie eased her backpack through the window, where it landed with a soft thud. She climbed onto the windowsill, slipped out through the gap, and dropped just a few feet onto a flower bed. She loved and appreciated all the hard work the old gardener put into caring for the plants, so she was careful not to damage any of them.

Maggie stuck her nervous, white face out of the window and looked down. Julie asked Maggie one last time if she’d come with her, knowing the answer already.

“Can you shut the window, please, Mags?” Julie whispered, slinging her backpack over her shoulder.

It wasn’t far to the locked gates, and she ran toward them. Halfway down the driveway, she glanced back briefly and waved to Maggie’s ghostly face pressed against the glass.

The gates were nine feet tall with spikes on top. How the heck am I ever going to get through them? I should have thought of this earlier.

She panicked when she saw a light turn on in the orphanage and hid among some rose bushes, almost yelling as the thorns pierced her skin.

She froze at the sound of a car starting, thinking, God, have they already noticed I’m missing? No, they couldn’t have had enough time to see she was gone and reach a car.

As the car reversed and headed toward the now-opening gates, she wondered, Should I leave now or wait? No, I should wait until it passes, then run through afterward.

As the car slowly drove through the gates, she was horrified to see it stop just outside. It only took off after the person driving was sure the gates had closed behind them.

Julie, in agony from the brutal thorns, was sobbing—free, yet still a prisoner.

She carefully freed herself from the rose bushes as best she could in the dark. Stop, think—there must be a way out.

Her heart was racing, and she was bleeding from the thorns she had just encountered. She started walking around the tall brick wall that enclosed the orphanage, cringing with each step, which echoed like a herd of galloping horses on the gravel. 

At the back of the property was the old gardener’s shed, where she hoped to find a ladder. She saw two, but they were padlocked to the shed. Panic was now setting in as she began to realise she might never escape. 

Not one to give up, Julie keeps searching and finds some bushel apple boxes. She wonders if she could stack them to get over the wall.  

She notices a spot with overhanging trees, thinking the low branches could help her climb over the wall. She moves the boxes toward the wall one by one, trying to stay silent in the quiet moonlit night. The wall is like the gate, nine feet high. Luckily for Julie, it doesn’t have barbed wire or glass on top. 

She stacks two boxes on top of each other, but there are still six feet to reach the top. So, she flips them over, reducing the gap to just 4 feet and making it easy for her to reach the top. She then stacks another box beside them and uses it as a step, allowing her to get onto the other two, which aren’t very stable.

Once again, the lights in the orphanage flicker back on, revealing her position, and she remains frozen in fear, unable even to breathe. She watches the matron walk down the hallway, thinking to herself. Does that woman ever rest? She probably checked that everything was secure before heading to bed. The lights go out again, and Julie lets out a deep sigh of relief. 

She climbs onto the first box and grabs a branch to steady herself as she slowly moves onto the other two wobbling boxes, feeling she might slip if she lets go of the branch and holds on tight.

She tries to climb over but realises she left her backpack behind. She mutters some choice words, climbs back down, grabs it, and goes up again. Holding onto the branch, she quickly tosses the backpack over the wall and follows closely. She scrapes her knee and twists her ankle on landing, but it's a minor injury she can walk off soon. Afterwards, she disappeared from the orphanage forever.
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CHAPTER TWO – The Long Hill Ahead
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She walked along the beach for miles until she reached Hastings Pier at 6:20 am. Feeling exhausted, she couldn’t go any farther. The sun was rising in the east, casting long shadows past the pier’s structure. People started appearing; she saw dog walkers and a postman on the road in the distance. This made her even more nervous, and she had been seeking cover for the past half hour. She rested under the pier, tucked into the triangle of space near the promenade, trying to hide from the people walking on the boards above her on the pier. From what she could see, they looked like fishermen hoping to catch dinner. 

She realised she couldn’t hide forever, not even until it was dark again. That would be a waste of time and accomplish nothing. She needed to move forward and seem less guarded and suspicious. She had to appear confident and as if she belonged.

She looked down at the blood on her arms and the scraped knee that was still bleeding a little. She reached into her backpack and grabbed a handkerchief. She used the water she had with her to clean up as best as she could, but one of the deeper cuts was slow to stop bleeding. 

Once her aching legs felt better and the bleeding stopped, she sipped the little water remaining in the old lemonade bottle she had brought. Julie stood up, shook off the sand, and headed toward the road. She noticed a town map on display and realised she wasn’t far from Hastings Railway Station.  

Even though she was exhausted, her adrenaline still surged, propelling her forward. She started down Schwerte Way, turned right onto White Rock Road, and then suddenly froze, her shoulders instinctively tensing in panic at the sight of a police car passing by. She stayed frozen, mid-step, holding her breath, expecting them to pull over and confront her, but they continued on without a second glance. 

Oh, you silly cow, she thought to herself. She stopped dead in her tracks at the sight of the cops! That’s not suspicious at all! She kept walking until she reached the station. 

She’d only ever ridden a train once, which was when they took her to the orphanage years ago, but at the age of four, she had no memory of it.

She wandered around, unsure how to proceed, until she found the ticket office, where she checked the fare prices and realised she had enough money to get to Maidstone in Kent. All she knew about Maidstone was that it was far from Bexhill and the orphanage, and that was enough for now.  

The train arrived on time, and she carefully opened one of the doors, not entirely sure what she was doing. She tried to close the door gently, only to be shown by another passenger that the doors were slam doors and had to be slammed shut. 

The old steam engine slowly started to move off with a whistle, a chug chug, and smoke rising high into the sky, while the smell of steam and smoke crept into the carriage.

“At least I’m going somewhere,” she whispered to herself, clutching the strap of her bag. “Anywhere but back there.”     

Although she was excited to ride the train for the first time she could remember, its gentle rocking lulled her to sleep in just five minutes. She luckily woke up at 2:15 PM, right before reaching Maidstone East. When she exited the station, she was unsure of which direction to take, so she started walking without a clear destination. 

After wandering aimlessly for almost an hour, she paused in a small park, where a charming pond and a group of ducks attracted her attention. She had only enough food for herself, but decided to share some with the noisy ducks. As they competed for the crumbs and quarrelled, she finally smiled for the first time that day. She then took a few sips from her small water bottle, which she quickly finished. 

“At least someone’s happy,” she muttered, watching the ducks flap and squabble.

After spending half an hour with the ducks and taking a break, she felt ready to continue and kept wandering until she reached a dual carriageway, where she saw a sign pointing right (A249 Stockbury, M2, Sittingbourne and Faversham). With no idea where she was or which way to go, she decided to turn right and climb a steep hill. But halfway up (Detling Hill), her legs aching, she wished she had taken the other path, not realising it would have taken her straight back to Maidstone. 

She pressed on toward the top, and the steep climb lasted over an hour. She hadn’t even reached the summit when, out of breath, she sat on the grassy shoulder. Tears welled in her eyes for the first time as genuine fear overtook her. It was getting late—past 6:30 pm—and she had nowhere to stay that night, which terrified her.  

“What have I done?” she said softly, her voice trembling. “What have I got myself into?”

What have I got myself into? Where could I find food and shelter now? It was finally sinking in that she’d made a huge mistake and was in real trouble. 

She paused, a chilling thought suddenly hitting her as she imagined Maggie taking the full fury of Matron. “Oh, God, Maggie... I hope she’s all right.” Should I turn back? But that wasn't very reassuring. It was better to keep moving, distract herself, and focus on what lay ahead.

What kind of future is that, you idiot? Here I am, all alone and terrified in the middle of nowhere, with only six pounds to my name and no idea what was around the corner. 

She continued climbing the long, steep slope and spotted a transport café at the top of the hill. Exhausted and hungry, she kept going and eventually arrived after what felt like ages. Inside, she felt relieved to find the place almost empty. The sandwich and tea she ordered gave her a much-needed boost. The tea tasted especially good—hot and sweet, with a big spoonful of sugar. Since it was free, she decided she needed the extra energy. 

She sat sipping her tea, leisurely enjoying her moment, hesitant to leave the comfort of this place, but aware she couldn’t remain indefinitely.

A police car pulled up, causing her terror, and the constable entered the café. Without giving her a second glance, he went to the counter and bought something she thought was a Coke and left. 

“Thank God,” she breathed out quietly, her hands trembling as she set her cup down.

She took a moment in the restroom to freshen up and change into clean underwear, which made her feel more like herself. Then, she tied her long blonde hair into a ponytail, making her look several years younger than her actual age.

As the light began to fade, she continued walking along the A249, following the signs to Stockbury. She came to a road that led into an abandoned World War II airfield, now a busy industrial park. In front of her was a low, concrete building that turned out to be an old World War II pillbox.

She had no idea what it was, but she hoped it would offer safe shelter for the night. 

“Please let it be dry,” she whispered to herself. “Just one night without rain... that’s all I need.”

She cautiously approached what she guessed was the entrance, and her mood lifted. If she could squeeze in there, she might finally get some rest. At least it would be dry, she hoped, as she peeked inside.  

She was surprised to find the space dry and warm, which wasn't unexpected since it was summer. It looked like someone had stayed there before, judging by the old mattress on the floor. She touched it with her hand, hoping it wasn’t damp. The mattress was dirty, but surprisingly, it wasn’t stained and felt dry to the touch.

“Well, that’s a first,” she muttered under her breath. “Something actually going right today.”

Beggars can’t be choosers! she murmured, forcing a small smile. Not sure where she heard that saying. 

“Maybe matron used to say that,” she added softly, her throat tightening. “Or someone at the home... I can’t remember.”

Nothing was blocking the entrance, but she was too tired to care, and she soon drifted off to sleep, completely drained from walking all day with only a little sleep on the train. 

“Just a few hours,” she murmured as her eyes closed. “Then I’ll keep going... promise.”
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CHAPTER THREE – The Stranger in the Pillbox
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Julie woke up suddenly in the morning, disoriented by the grey concrete walls and unsure of her whereabouts. Then it all came back to her, and she glanced at her watch: it was a quarter past seven. She felt stiff but rested after a good night’s sleep. Rubbing her eyes, she moved toward the doorway, nearly tripping over an elderly man sitting with his back against the entrance, his feet flat and his knees bent. 

She looked in horror with thoughts flashing through her mind. “What the hell?”  

He turned around and grinned. “Good morning, sweetheart. Did you sleep well?”  

“Who are you? What are you doing here?” she gasped, pressing herself against the wall. “Don’t come any closer.”

Julie was stunned. Unwelcome thoughts intruded into her mind, especially after everything the matron had done to her at the orphanage. The man sat in the doorway, blocking her way out, and she panicked as her thoughts spiralled out of control.

“Don’t worry, love. I usually sleep in here, but I showed up a bit too late last night and found the room had already been rented out.” He chuckled at his joke. 

“That’s not funny!” she snapped, her voice trembling. “You scared the life out of me.”

Julie’s face was still a picture of fear, so he tried to explain it as gently as possible. “I figured the best thing to do was to block the door. We don’t get many intruders, but you never know.” Better be safe, etc. 

“Block the door?” she echoed, her tone caught between disbelief and relief. “You mean... You were guarding me?”

He had stumbled in late last night, lost in darkness with just a small torch to guide him, and was stunned to see a sleeping beauty whose face appeared almost otherworldly in the torchlight. 

She slept so soundly that he stood over her for a few moments, marvelling at her beauty. Then, an overwhelming urge to protect her washed over him, and he blocked the doorway with his own body, dozing lightly and sitting up like a sentinel guarding a fairy-tale princess. 

Julie gulped. “Who are you?” 

“My name is Giles – and yours?” 

“Julie,” she replied cautiously, searching for a way to move past him.  

“Julie,” he repeated softly, as if testing the name. “Pretty name. Suits you.”

As Giles stood up, he stretched his long limbs, revealing that he was younger than he looked despite the dirt and grime covering him. His rough exterior didn’t match his middle-aged years, which were probably around forty, though it was hard to tell with his long grey beard and scruffy appearance. He wore a worn-out trench coat, rugged boots, and faded jeans. Standing over six feet tall, he had a muscular build, with hands that seemed disproportionately large for his frame. Julie couldn’t help but notice his impressive size, and she felt a bit uneasy.

Giles could sense this. “Please don’t worry, if I were a threat to you, I would have done something last night when I found you in my hotel!” he smiled again, reassuringly. 

“Weren’t you freezing outside all night?” was all she could manage to say. 

“No, I’m okay with sleeping under the stars. It’s not cold right now, anyway.” 

Julie believed the man wouldn’t be a problem, at least she hoped so. The thought of how vulnerable she had made herself was unsettling. She was still tense from his tall stature and those huge hands, but he seemed harmless enough. 

“Now, young lady,” he said kindly, stepping aside so she could leave the pillbox. “What brings you out here sleeping on the streets? You’re too young to be out on your own like this.” 

“I’m seventeen, soon eighteen” 

“Very old, quipped Giles.”

“Old enough to look after myself,” she said quickly, folding her arms.

Julie was nervous; she didn’t know what to say to him. But his eyes shone with kindness, and his smile was sincere and comforting. She was young and inexperienced, and it was hard for her to lie, so she told him how she had escaped from the orphanage and shared everything about the matron.  

Giles listened and felt a lump in his throat, imagining what this poor girl had gone through. “I don’t blame you. That Matron sounds like a real nightmare to me.” 

“She was,” Julie said bitterly. “If I never see her again, it’ll be too soon.”

Forget about your past. What about your future? He questioned.

“And where are you headed?" 

“I’m not sure. I just needed to get out of that situation.” He gazed into her sad, serious eyes and felt a pang of empathy. 

What a courageous, strong little girl.  

But he thought about it for a moment. Despite her youthful appearance, she was clearly a strong-willed young woman, beautiful and seemingly unaware of the influence she had on men. He hoped she could take care of herself. He felt a surge of protective feelings; her story and determination having struck a chord with him. He offered her the one thing he could. 

“Do you fancy a cuppa?” 

“Yes, I would love one.” She frowned, “Have you got some tea here?” 

He chuckled at her confusion. “No, but come with me. This hotel has a nice breakfast area.” He gave Julie a reassuring smile. She was confused. “There’s a mobile café just over there called Fred’s.” 

“Oh, okay.”

“He’s a great guy who always makes me a cup of tea. I do a few small things for him, so I’m sure he’ll be generous to you as well. If not, you might have to do the dishes for the week!” he laughed again at his own great sense of humour. 

Poor Julie didn’t know what to make of him. Was he serious or what? 

The smell of bacon sizzling on his hotplate was irresistible! A few truckers already sat at Fred’s café eating breakfast. A couple looked up from their papers and bacon sandwiches, curious about where this young, pretty girl had come from.

Fred was a chubby, cheerful-looking guy. “Hi, Giles. And who’s this? I didn’t know you had a daughter.”

Giles snorted with amusement, shaking his head. “This is Julie, my new friend. I found her squatting in my place last night, and she would dearly love a cup of tea.”

“Free, huh?”  laughed Fred, good humouredly, “Who needs customers like you, Giles? I’d be rolling in dough by now!” He turned to Julie. “Alright, my love, how do you have it?”

“Milk and two sugars, please,” Julie shot him a genuinely grateful smile. “And thank you so much.”

“It’s a pleasure, sweetheart,” Fred said with a warm smile. “Want some breakfast?”

“I’d love some. I’m starving, but I’m short on cash.” She was already figuring out what she could afford, but hoping he would extend the same offer as the tea.

“Don’t worry about that. I’ll find Giles some jobs to do later to pay for it.” Fred winked, placing two steaming mugs down in front of them. “OK, Giles?

“Aye,” smiled Giles. “It keeps me busy – and fed, of course!”

Within minutes, Fred arrived with a large plate of eggs, bacon, sausages, and baked beans, placing it in front of Julie along with two slices of bread and butter. Julie let out a delighted gasp. Fred did the same for Giles, who looked up in amazement.

Julie dove right in, ravenous. She was just a little girl, but with a generous amount of ketchup, she finished the whole plate in record time, using the single slice of bread she had to mop up the leftovers.

She leaned back, rubbing her full belly, feeling satisfied. “Wow, that feels great. Thanks again, Fred.”

“You’re welcome, my little darlin,” Fred said as he began gathering the dirty plates. “So, what brings you out here, squatting in poor old Giles’s house?”

“Well, I’m on my way to.......” she hesitated. Where the hell am I headed? She had seen the name of a town, so she lied, “I’m trying to get to Faversham, I have a sister there.”

Giles’s eyes widened in surprise. This was the first he’d heard of it. He studied her face and quickly realised she was making it up as she went along. But he had no right to say anything. He’d run away from plenty of things himself and knew what it felt like to walk off into the unknown.

“That’s quite a trip,’ said Fred. ‘How do you plan to get there?”

“Walk,’ said Julie, ‘but I don’t know how far it is.”

“About twenty miles.”

“Oh,” she shrugged. “I should be able to walk there in a day or two.”

“Excuse me,” a voice behind her said. “I couldn’t help overhearing your conversation.”

She couldn’t place the accent – it sounded Scottish or Irish. Julie turned and saw a balding middle-aged man, who continued, 

“I’m in my truck on the way to Dover and would quite happily drop you off at Faversham, if you would like.”

She wasn’t liking this one bit. She’d only said ‘Faversham’ because she had seen the name at Maidstone Station.

“I’m not sure,’ she said quickly. “I’ve never hitch-hiked, and I don’t know you. So, I don’t think so, but thanks anyway.”

Giles imagined her on the road, wandering. If she wanted to get away at all, if she had her sights set on Faversham, this was a better option than most. It wasn’t as if he was in a position to keep her where she was. Freedom had driven him on the road, and freedom was what Julie wanted.

“Hey, it’s no problem,” urged Giles, seriously. “I know George and you’ll be safe with him.”

“I don’t know,” she muttered shyly, not wanting to offend the trucker.

“Okay,” George said, raising his hands in a gesture of innocence, “but I’m here for another ten minutes if you change your mind.” 

Giles spoke softly to Julie, his gentle blue eyes comforting her. “It’s a simple choice, Julie. If you want to get to Faversham, you can either walk for a day or more or take a half-hour drive.”  

Julie let out a sigh. Maybe it was for the best—to put more distance between herself and Bexhill. She remembered all the walking she’d done the day before and couldn’t bear the thought of more days like it.  

So, thanking George, she reluctantly accepted the ride.  

She hugged Giles goodbye, tactfully ignoring the smell of his dirty clothes and the dirt embedded in the folds of his skin. 

She held onto him tightly, overflowing with genuine gratitude and compassion. Giles was moved in ways he never could have imagined; he saw a teenage girl show such kindness to an old vagrant, and tears welled up in his own eyes. 
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CHAPTER FOUR – The Road to Faversham
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George guided her to a huge Foden S39, which had a forty-foot trailer hitched behind it, and helped her climb into the cab. Julie burst out laughing, excited to be riding in such a big truck, towering high above everything.

“There you are then, Julie."

“Is that an Irish accent, George?”

"That’s right. I’m from Dublin,” he said, revving up the engine. “A great city on the banks of the Liffey, and of course, it has the best Guinness in the world. But I’d guess you’ve never actually tasted a Guinness.”

Julie had trouble understanding everything he said over the noise of the large Cummings diesel engine pounding away, but she inferred the rest.

“No, I’ve never tasted any beer,” she admitted. “Or, in fact, any alcoholic drink.”

“Never?” he said, half shocked. “You haven’t lived yet, girl! A pint of Guinness’ll put hair on your chest.”
Julie laughed. “Don’t think I need that, thanks very much!”
George grinned. “Fair enough — but maybe someday, when you’re not ridin’ round in strangers’ lorries, eh?”
“You mean when I’m old and respectable?” she teased.
“Exactly that,” he chuckled. “Though respectable’s overrated, if you ask me.”
He raised his eyebrows and smiled as they headed down the road past the Three Squirrels Pub, nearly colliding with a car that pulled out without looking. He slammed on the brakes, almost shooting Julie onto the front windshield, but she managed to stop herself by grabbing the dashboard. 

“Bloody hell!” she gasped, clutching the dashboard. “That was close!”

“Jaysus, some people shouldn’t be allowed behind a wheel,” George muttered, shaking his head. “You all right there, love?”
“Yeah... I think so,” Julie said, laughing nervously. “I nearly saw my life flash before my eyes!”
“Let’s hope it was a good show,” George winked, easing the truck forward again. “Would’ve been a shame to lose you before Faversham.”
Apologising, he continued and turned onto the M2 at Stockbury Roundabout.

They talked about nothing in particular, and Julie felt a sense of relief. He did point out, when they came to a clearing, that the land in the distance was the Isle of Sheppey, but Julie had never heard of it and just nodded politely. George seemed just as harmless as Giles had said. She started to unwind, glad to be putting more distance between herself and the orphanage.

“You got family in Faversham, then?” George asked after a while.
Julie hesitated. “No... not really. I’m just hoping to find work — maybe a café or something.”
He nodded slowly. “Good place for that. Folk down there are decent. Just keep your wits about ya, all the same.”
“I will,” she promised. Then, after a pause, she added softly, “It’s nice, though... someone caring enough to say that.”
George smiled at that, a little sadly. “Ah, well — every girl needs someone to keep an eye out, eh?”
Twenty minutes later, George exited at Junction 7 to take the A2 to Dover. He slowed down the truck and pulled into a layby, saying, “This is as far as we go now, Julie. Faversham is that way, about three miles. The safest route would be down that lane over there – Homestall Lane, through Macknade. Head to the end of the road, turn left into Graveney Road, and keep straight on until you get to Faversham.”

She struggled to open the heavy door and finally slid down to the ground, laughing. “Thanks, George, and be safe on your journey.” 

“You are very welcome, Julie, and take good care of yourself out there, too.” 

“I will,” she said. “And if I ever make it big, I’ll buy you a pint of that Guinness.”
George laughed loudly. “I’ll hold you to that, girl! Now off you go, before I get sentimental and drive you all the way there myself.”
“I will,” she called back, waving as the lorry thundered away. “And thank you!”
Julie headed down Homestall Lane with no idea where she was going.
For a moment, she stood watching the red taillights disappear into the distance, the sound of the big engine fading into the hum of the countryside. It struck her how rare it was for anyone to be kind without wanting something in return — and that thought stayed with her as she started walking again.

She had only walked about a quarter mile when she came across a group of people outside an old, converted coach, halfway down the lane in a field next to a cherry orchard. They had long hair and wore clothing in a hippie style. Most of them climbed into the vehicle, but one person stayed outside, just a few yards from where Julie was standing on the road. 

Another girl wearing a long, flowery skirt paired with a tie-dyed top was busy cooking over an open fire. Her long black hair was tied up in a bun. Julie was staring, and when the girl locked eyes with her, she said hello. “Hi,” said the girl with a smile as she approached her. “Where did you come from?” 

She was articulate, and Julie, feeling embarrassed to be seen as ordinary, found herself trying to adopt a fancy accent as well. 

“Oh, I got a ride to the end of the lane, and I'm on my way to Faversham,” she said, waving her hand casually. 

“Nice little town, Faversham,” the girl said. “Did you know Faversham is the only town to use the Royal Arms of England as its own? They appear on the town council’s seal, which was approved by the heraldic authorities.”

Julie stood there, her mouth agape, unsure of what to say, but she finally managed to utter, “No, I didn’t know that.” 

Standing before her, the tall, slender girl grinned. “That’s the history lesson. That’s about all I know about Faversham’s history anyway,” she said. An old farmhand told me about it while we were cherry-picking last summer.” 

“I’ve never actually been,” Julie admitted. “Got friends or family there?” the girl asked. “No,” replied Julie coyly. 

“What then? A job?” 

Julie shook her head, her voice small. “I don’t really know. I just needed to get away.”
The girl studied her for a moment, her expression softening. “Yeah,” she said quietly. “We’ve all had a reason to run at some point.”
Julie seemed to be getting a little flustered, so the girl said softly, “Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.”  

Julie, feeling lost, began to cry, and the girl wrapped her slender arm around her, the bangles clinking. “I’m sorry, are you okay?” 

“Not really!” Julie said, then she blurted out her story to the hippie girl as they slowly walked toward the campfire. 

“Oh, dear,” the girl said. When Julie had finished, “Been there, done that, just like most of us here. I left home when I was fifteen—three years ago.” 

“By the way, I’m Margaret.” The girl introduced herself.” I’m Julie,” she said, looking at Margaret gratefully as a weight lifted off her shoulders. She had found someone who understood.

“Come and sit down – have a nice cup of hot tea.” Margaret took the kettle off the fire and poured, while Julie slumped down on the grass. “Here, drink this and you’ll feel a lot better.”  

“Thanks.” Julie wrapped her fingers around the mug, finding comfort in it. 

“Got a place to stay in Faversham?” 

Julie made a face. “No, I haven’t. I have no idea what I’ll do.

It’s getting pretty scary now.”

Margaret gave her a warm smile. “Don’t worry, love. Faversham’s full of good folk. And if it comes to it, there’s always room by the fire here. We look after our own.”
Julie blinked back fresh tears, managing a shaky smile. “You don’t even know me.”
“I don’t need to,” Margaret said simply. “You just look like someone who deserves a bit of luck.”
“Just a minute,” the girl said. “I have an idea that might help you.”  

She climbed into the old coach, leaving Julie to stare into the flames, lost in thought about her future. A few minutes later, Margaret came out with four others, all of whom were very friendly. They introduced themselves. Tony and Barrie were in their twenties, while there were two more girls, Sammy and Christine, who seemed to be in their late teens, similar to Margaret.  

“I just filled everyone in on your situation, and we’re all on the same page,” Margaret said with a smile. You’re more than welcome to stay with us until you sort things out, if you’d like.”

“Really?” said Julie, almost laughing in relief. “That would be fantastic.” 

“You’ll need to help out with the chores around here, though, and we all do a couple of days fruit picking,” said Tony, his voice filled with a natural ease. He stood about 5 feet 10 inches tall, with long, dark hair pulled back in a ponytail. He had a scruffy appearance but was clean overall. “If you’re okay with that, then it’s all good.” 

“Yes, yes, of course, I’ll do whatever!” Julie exclaimed. “I appreciate your help. I have no idea what might have happened.” 

“C’mon, then,” Margaret reached out and helped Julie up from the grass, guiding her toward the coach.  

“Let me look at those cuts, Julie.” She reached for a first aid kit they had in the kitchen. “They don’t look too bad, but I’ll clean them up for you just in case they get infected,” said Margaret. 

Thanks, Margaret. Most of the scratches are from a rose bush; the one on my knee is the worst.”

Margaret continued whilst cleaning Julie's wounds.

“Tony bought the coach, which was in a bit of a mess, but he had it customised,” Margaret explained. “He’s from Canterbury and has wealthy parents: both lawyers.” 

Julie’s eyes widened. She had never mingled with wealthy, sophisticated people before, and she was starstruck. 

“But Tony’s lack of enthusiasm for the profession has left them disappointed,” Margaret said, with a sly smile. “He dropped out of college in 1965 and took to the hippy trail.” 

Julie was stunned. These people were different from anyone she’d ever met before, and she felt honoured by their kindness.  

As she entered, the old coach looked quite worn down, with belongings scattered everywhere, but it was dry and reasonably tidy. What immediately caught her eye was a small kitchen just inside the door. Further back, there was a fold-down table in the dining area. Then, she noticed what seemed to be a large, cluttered bedroom area, with mattresses and bedding strewn across the floor in front of a double bed at the back. 

“We all sleep here, Julie. I’m afraid it’s all open plan. I hope you’re not too shy.”  

“N...no,” Julie lied. She was, but she’d have to get used to it. She was out in the big, wide world now, and surely it couldn’t be any more wicked than being with that woman at the orphanage? 

Julie was quickly accepted into the group and immediately felt at ease, listening to their stories and discovering they had more in common than she initially thought. Margaret was eighteen, from Sandwich, and had a solid education, but made a wrong turn at a critical point in her life.

Sammy was a beautiful girl, but she was pretty short. She had a scar over her right eye, was slightly overweight, and had short, curly hair. Born in Glasgow, she moved to Strood with her family at age fourteen, which marked the start of her troubles. 

She noticed Julie looking at the scar and decided to share her story with Julie and the others, who had never heard it before. “It happened when I was sixteen at a barbecue. A drunk boy kissed me, and I was so shocked. What made it worse was that he stuck his tongue in my mouth and rubbed his hands on my backside. My dad saw what was going on and was furious, grabbing the boy by the throat and nearly choking him. All hell broke loose when the boy’s dad got involved, and they all crashed into the barbecue, destroying it. The boy’s dad got burned on both arms, and I hit my head on a corner. Although I wasn't burned, I got a nasty cut above my right eye, leaving this scar.”
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CHAPTER FIVE – First Awakening
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Life with the hippies brings Julie a strange new freedom — a community built on peace, music, and pleasure. As she grows close to them, curiosity stirs within her, and she begins to learn what it means to truly belong.

As time went on, Julie got to know them better. Barrie, whose name meant “spear” in Gaelic, came over from Ireland, but he didn’t talk much about his past, except that his parents were killed in an IRA bombing in 1965. He carried that loss quietly, like a man always half-looking over his shoulder.

Barrie’s long, scraggly red beard and wild hair gave him the look of someone who had spent a lifetime outdoors. He was skilled at catching rabbits and the occasional pheasant, which meant they rarely went hungry. Julie admired his quiet competence and easy humour. He was a mystery — but a comforting one.

Christine, or “Chris” as they called her, was twenty-one and the oldest in the group. Born in 1948, she had grown up in London’s East End, in the shadow of Jack the Ripper’s old haunts. Her father, a soldier, had been one of the last evacuated from Dunkirk. Her life had not been easy — she had left school at fifteen, fending for herself, learning to survive in a harsh world. She was outspoken, bold, and seemed to live entirely by her own rules.

Chris’s free spirit fascinated Julie. She was striking — long blonde hair, confident smile, never afraid to draw attention. She had a way of holding court around the fire, talking about music, London nights, and the thrill of freedom. Julie found herself listening, mesmerised.

She had an abortion at thirteen and was forced to leave school at fifteen. A true rebel, she openly explored her sexuality with both men and women. She was slim, with long blonde hair and large breasts, often walking around the camp naked, which drew attention from the boys.

They spent a few days each week picking fruit, just enough to cover their basic food and essential meds. Julie hung out with them, mostly avoiding the drugs but sometimes trying them. Although the coach was a complete mess, with clothes, bedding, and junk scattered everywhere, and no place to store anything, Julie was happy in her new life, free from the nightmare of the orphanage. Still, there were moments when she grew restless. The endless summer nights carried a rhythm she didn’t yet understand — a mix of laughter, whispers, and closeness that seemed to fill the space between everyone but her.          

Back then, it was the era of free love. At night, after getting high on weed or other substances, they’d pair off and have sex, often falling asleep together—usually Tony with Margaret and Barrie with Sammy. Christine would go with whoever was in the mood at the time, regardless of gender. Julie was always invited, but she always declined, still too nervous and afraid. She kept to herself, turning her face to the wall and pretending to be asleep. But hearing and seeing the others engage in it most nights, she found herself strangely intrigued and wondering what it would be like to have sex. 

One night, as she lay in bed, she overheard the others having a good time. Wondering again what it would be like, she felt a strange sensation spread between her legs. At first, she thought it was just an itch, something she could scratch to make it go away. 

She always went to bed with a blanket and underwear on, so she lifted her hand from under the pillow and reached down to scratch the itch. Her hand slipped inside her underwear, and she touched the spot where the sensation was coming from. It felt like she’d gotten an electric shock; the sensation shot up her body to her head, and her heart seemed to stop. 

She let out a soft yelp, but no one heard. She quickly released, terrified of what had just happened. She lay there panting and confused, trying to understand what had just occurred. 

She finally came to her senses, recalling the group’s sex session, and remembered them discussing how intense their orgasms were afterward. Did I have one? she wondered. No way, she thought. You have to have sex to get that kind of release, surely. 

She felt both confused and curious at the same time. A sensation lingered between her legs, and she wanted to try again but felt afraid. With her heart racing, she decided to touch herself again. 

She hesitantly slid her hand back inside her underwear again and touched the spot where the sensation was coming from. As soon as she did, the electric sensation was overwhelming, and she immediately brought her legs together. 

Still, this time she didn’t pull back. It was pleasant; she was relishing the sensation, and she knew she would want sex if she ever got the chance. Even though the others had each made a move, she had never given in. 

Two nights later in August, on Julie’s eighteenth birthday, they gathered around the campfire after finishing a rabbit stew, drinking lots of booze, and getting high on cannabis. Barrie leaned back on his elbows, took a long drag on his joint, his eyes half-closed against the smoke, watching her with a grin. “So, birthday girl — what’s it feel like to be eighteen and free?”

Julie laughed, shaking her head. “Feels the same — only hungrier.” 

That brought another roar of laughter. Margaret passed her a tin mug and said, “Then eat, drink, and laugh with us. You’re one of us now, Jules. No going back.”

They toasted to freedom, to friendship, to love. The night became softer, the air heavy with summer heat. Julie felt it all at once — the closeness, the belonging, the pulse of something new rising in her chest.

Later, as the fire dimmed and the guitar fell quiet, she sat staring into the
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