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Chapter One: The Flower Girls

Standing butt naked behind a tree and shouting at three girls in the middle of nowhere hadn't exactly been on my list of things to do for the day.

Then again, life on the road was full of surprises, and I'd had more than my fair share since setting out to hitchhike across America. I'd been travelling for several weeks, sleeping wherever I could find somewhere reasonably comfortable, accepting lifts from complete strangers and generally enjoying the freedom of having absolutely no idea where I might end up next.

My name was Billy, I was twenty-two, and I had decided that the summer of 1969 was far too exciting a time to waste working in some miserable office.

America was changing, or at least that was what everybody kept telling me, and I wanted to experience some of it for myself. There were concerts, festivals, communes, demonstrations and beautiful girls with flowers in their hair.

Everywhere you looked, young people seemed to be abandoning the lives their parents had planned for them and were searching for something different.

I had no particular destination in mind beyond California, although I was taking a rather roundabout route to get there. With my guitar, a few changes of clothes and enough money to keep myself fed for a while, I had been getting along pretty well.

Until Maryland.

I'd spent the previous night sleeping beneath a tree beside a quiet country road. A farmer who'd given me a lift mentioned a waterfall a few miles away, somewhere off the beaten track where the locals occasionally went swimming. It sounded like paradise, particularly as I hadn't enjoyed a proper wash in two days.

Finding the place had involved following a rough track through the woods, but the effort was worth it. The waterfall dropped over a rocky ledge into a beautiful pool surrounded by trees, with sunlight filtering through the leaves and little clouds of spray drifting across the water. There wasn't another soul in sight.

I put my backpack and guitar on a flat rock near the water, stripped off my clothes and dived in.

The water was ice cold and wonderfully refreshing, and I spent a good half-hour swimming about, floating on my back and generally congratulating myself on discovering such an idyllic spot. I even swam beneath the waterfall, letting the cascading water hammer against my shoulders before diving beneath the surface and emerging on the other side.

When I swam back towards the rocks, climbed out and looked around for my clothes, they weren't there.

At first, I assumed I'd come out at the wrong place. The pool was surrounded by similar-looking rocks, and I had been swimming around for quite some time. I walked along the bank, searching for the large flat stone where I'd left my things.

I found it easily enough. Unfortunately, it was completely empty.

My jeans had gone. My shirt had gone. My boots, socks and underwear had disappeared, along with my backpack and guitar.

Worst of all, my money was in the backpack.

I stood there dripping water onto the rocks, staring at the empty space and trying to figure things out. Perhaps somebody had just moved my belongings, or maybe a group of kids had decided to play a practical joke. I searched the surrounding bushes, checked behind the nearby trees and even shouted a few choice words in the general direction of whoever might be responsible.

After twenty minutes of increasingly desperate searching, I had to accept that somebody had stolen absolutely everything I owned.

The loss of my guitar was devastating. It was an old acoustic I'd bought second-hand when I was sixteen, and although the varnish was scratched and one of the tuning pegs had a tendency to slip, I loved that instrument. I'd played it in coffee houses, around campfires and on street corners whenever I needed a few dollars.

I considered waiting beside the waterfall until somebody appeared, but there was no guarantee that anyone would come along before nightfall. In the end, I decided my only option was to find the road and hope I encountered somebody sympathetic.

I tried to keep to the softer ground where possible, although this proved difficult. My bare feet were soon scratched and sore, and every patch of brambles presented a fresh opportunity for disaster. I found myself walking with one hand protecting my more vulnerable parts while the other pushed aside branches and undergrowth.

After what felt like an eternity, I heard something. At first, I thought it was music, a faint melody carried on the breeze. Then came the unmistakable sound of female laughter.

The voices seemed to be coming from somewhere beyond a small rise, and as I approached, I caught the smell of woodsmoke. There was another smell mixed with it too, one I recognised immediately.

Weed.

I got behind a tree and cautiously peered through the undergrowth. The sight that greeted me could have been taken straight from a flower-power poster.

Three girls were sitting around a small campfire in a clearing. They were all wearing dresses, the sort of flowing, floral creations that seemed to be appearing everywhere that summer, with flowers woven into their hair and beads hanging around their necks.

One was a striking blonde with long, wavy hair and a crown of little pink and yellow flowers. She wore a short, colourful dress with wide sleeves and was sitting cross-legged on a blanket, laughing at something one of the others had said. Beside her sat a dark-haired girl wearing round sunglasses and a long, patterned dress, while the third had beautiful reddish hair and an orange dress with a full, flowing skirt.

They were passing a joint between them, occasionally taking long drags before handing it on, and there were several open bottles of beer scattered around the campfire.

Behind them was a Volkswagen Type 2 camper van, the sort that had become almost compulsory equipment for the hippie generation. Somebody had painted enormous flowers all over its sides in vivid shades of pink, yellow, orange and blue, along with a large white peace symbol. The sliding door was open, revealing colourful curtains and what looked like a collection of cushions and blankets inside.

Under normal circumstances, I would have walked straight into the clearing, introduced myself and asked whether they had a spare beer. They looked friendly enough, and three beautiful hippie girls were precisely the sort of company I'd hoped to meet on my travels.

I considered approaching them anyway, but the prospect of emerging naked from the woods seemed likely to produce an unfortunate misunderstanding. For all I knew, they might start screaming, throw their beer bottles at me or jump into the Volkswagen and disappear down the road.

After a moment, I took a deep breath and called out. "Hey there! Excuse me!"

The laughter stopped immediately. All three girls turned towards the sound of my voice, and the blonde rose to her feet, shading her eyes as she peered towards the trees.

"Who's there?"

"Er, my name's Billy. I'm over here, behind the tree."

The dark-haired girl removed her sunglasses. "Well, come out then, Billy!"

"I'd love to," I replied, "but there's a bit of a problem."

The girls exchanged puzzled glances. "What sort of problem?" the redhead asked. “You ugly or somethin’?”

I looked down at myself, wondering how best to explain the situation without sounding like a complete lunatic.

"Somebody's stolen all my stuff. My clothes, my backpack, everything."

For a moment, nobody spoke. Then the blonde started laughing. "Wait a minute. Are you telling us you're naked?"

"Completely."

That set the others off. The dark-haired girl doubled over with laughter, while the redhead covered her mouth with one hand, apparently struggling to contain herself. I waited behind the tree, feeling increasingly ridiculous. When the laughter finally subsided, the blonde called out again.

"Well, don't just stand there, Billy. We can't help you if we can't see you!"

I wasn't entirely convinced that was true, but by this point I had very little dignity left to protect.

"Could one of you perhaps bring me a blanket?"

The blonde glanced towards the Volkswagen, then back at her friends. There was something mischievous about her expression that made me suspect my troubles were far from over. "Hang on a minute, Billy. We'll see what we can find."

I leaned against the tree, relieved that at least somebody seemed willing to help.

There was another burst of giggling, and the dark-haired girl got to her feet and wandered over to the Volkswagen. She disappeared through the open sliding door, and I could hear her rummaging around inside, accompanied by the occasional clatter of something being moved.

"Hey, Billy!" she shouted after a minute. "What size are you?"

I looked down at myself, then towards the van.

"How the hell should I know?"

"Well, are you big or little?"

"About five foot eight, if that's any help."

“Fat or thin?”

“Thin, I guess.”

"Perfect!"

I wasn't entirely sure what was perfect about that, but a moment later she emerged carrying something colourful. She walked towards my tree with a broad grin, holding her hands behind her back.

"Right, Billy. I've found you something."

She reached around the trunk and presented me with a flowery summer dress and a pair of white panties. I stared at them.

"You've got to be kidding."

"Nope. They're all we've got that might fit you."

The dress was a short, lightweight affair covered in enormous pink, yellow and orange flowers, with little puffed sleeves and a wide, gathered skirt. It looked as though it had been made for somebody attending a garden party, preferably somebody with long hair, a pretty smile and considerably more feminine attributes than I possessed.

She smiled sweetly. "You can always come out naked if you'd rather."

I looked from the dress to the panties, then towards the clearing where the other two girls sat. My situation was becoming ridiculous, but I could hardly spend the rest of the afternoon hiding behind a tree.

"Fine. Just give me the damn things."

She handed them over, giggling as she returned to the campfire.

I waited until she had gone before attempting to dress. The panties were surprisingly stretchy, although I couldn't quite believe I was pulling a pair of women's knickers up my legs in the middle of a Maryland forest. I pulled the dress over my head and was dismayed to see that the skirt came just above the knees.

The material was soft, cool and very light, which was pleasant enough in the heat, but the unfamiliar sensation of a skirt brushing against my thighs made me feel a little exposed. I tugged at the hem several times, trying to persuade it to cover a little more of my legs, before accepting that it wasn't going to get any longer.

I stepped out from behind the tree. All three girls looked up. For a moment, they simply stared. Then the redhead gave a delighted little squeal.

"Oh, ain't she pretty!"

The blonde was laughing so hard she nearly spilled her beer, while the dark-haired girl looked immensely pleased with herself. I suspected she had known perfectly well what the dress would look like on me.

"Come on, honey," the blonde said, patting the blanket beside her. "Don't be shy. Pull up a patch of grass."

I made my way towards the campfire, painfully aware of the way the skirt fluttered with every step. The ground was warm beneath my bare feet, and the air smelled of woodsmoke, marijuana and something cooking in a battered saucepan balanced over the flames. I lowered myself onto the blanket, instinctively pulling the skirt down over my thighs.

The dark-haired girl handed me a bottle of beer. "Here you go, Billy. You look like you need this."

I took a long drink, enjoying the cold beer. One of the girls passed me the joint, and I accepted it gratefully, taking a leisurely drag before handing it on.

Once the initial amusement had subsided, the girls introduced themselves.

The blonde was Charlene, a lively, confident girl with enormous blue eyes, a wide smile and long, wavy hair. She had the sort of voice that made even ordinary conversation sound musical, with a warm Southern lilt that suited her perfectly.

The dark-haired girl was Tiff. She wore round sunglasses, several strings of coloured beads and a flowing purple-and-orange dress. Her dark hair fell almost to her waist, held back by a narrow embroidered headband.

The redhead was Aggie, who had freckles scattered across her nose and cheeks and a wonderfully cheerful expression. She was wearing a bright orange floral dress, with little daisies tucked into her hair, and seemed to find almost everything amusing.

Together, they were The Flower Girls.

"We're a folk band," Charlene explained. "I'm the singer, Tiff plays flute and Aggie plays fiddle. We're heading out to California for a music festival."

"All the way from Maryland?" I asked.

"Sure. We've got a few places lined up along the way where we might be able to play. Make a little money, meet some people, have ourselves an adventure."

I looked towards the Volkswagen. It certainly seemed a more comfortable way of travelling than standing beside highways with my thumb out.

It turned out there had originally been four Flower Girls. Their guitarist, a girl called Crimson, had disappeared after their last performance, having apparently fallen madly in love with some jerk who owned a motorcycle. According to Aggie, she had announced that she'd found her soulmate and was riding off to discover the meaning of life.

"She met him on Friday," Aggie added, rolling her eyes. "By Saturday morning, she was gone."

"Left us her guitar, though," Tiff said. "Which was nice of her, considering she ran off with most of the money we'd made that night."

Charlene shrugged.

"That's Crimson. Falls in love about once a week. She'll probably be in love with somebody else by Tuesday."

We talked about music for a while, and I discovered that the girls were particularly fond of Joan Baez, Judy Collins and Peter, Paul and Mary, although they also liked experimenting with their own songs. They'd been performing together for several months and were determined to make something of themselves.

"We're gonna be famous one day," Charlene announced confidently.

"Provided we find ourselves another guitar player," Tiff added.

I told them about my own travels and how all the money I'd saved had disappeared with my backpack.

Charlene smiled. "Well, honey, we can take you into the next town. You can go to a bank and get yourself some money."

I shook my head. "Don't have a bank account."

Tiff lowered her sunglasses and stared at me.

"You don't have a bank account?"

"Nope. Never needed one. I get paid in cash, keep it in my backpack and spend it when I need to."

"That's a pretty rotten deal, Billy."

We sat talking for another half-hour, passing the joint around and finishing the remaining beers. The girls were easy company, full of stories about their travels and the strange people they'd encountered along the way. They seemed to enjoy having somebody new to talk to, even if that somebody happened to be a barefoot young man wearing one of their dresses.

Eventually, I wandered over to the Volkswagen to have a closer look.

The interior was a marvellous collection of colour and clutter. There were blankets, cushions, embroidered bags, beads hanging from hooks and little fabric flowers pinned to the curtains. Somebody had painted the ceiling with stars and moons.

On one of the seats lay a battered acoustic guitar.

I picked it up.

It was a decent instrument, considerably better than my own, with a rich wooden body and strings that appeared to have been changed recently. I checked the tuning, adjusted two of the pegs and settled myself on the edge of the van's open doorway.

Then I began to play.

Music had always been the one thing I was genuinely good at. My father had tried to persuade me to take up something respectable like accountancy, but I had never shown the slightest enthusiasm for anything that involved sitting behind a desk. Give me a guitar, though, and I could happily lose myself for hours.

I began with a familiar folk tune, picking out the melody before moving into a more complicated arrangement. The guitar had a beautiful sound, warm and resonant, and I soon forgot about my missing belongings and the ridiculous dress I was wearing.

When I looked up, all three girls were watching me. Charlene had stopped talking, and Aggie was sitting forward with her chin resting on her hands. Tiff had taken off her sunglasses.

"Hey, Billy," Charlene said. "You play pretty good."

"Thanks."

"You sing too?"

"Worse than Bob Dylan, unfortunately."

I played a few chords and sang part of a song I'd been working on during my travels. It was nothing particularly special, just a gentle melody about travelling west and leaving your troubles behind, but it seemed appropriate under the circumstances.

When I finished, Charlene was smiling. She looked at Tiff, then Aggie, and I noticed something pass between them, a silent understanding that made me vaguely suspicious.

"Girls," she said slowly, "are you thinking what I'm thinking?"

Tiff grinned. Aggie tilted her head and studied me, taking in my bare feet, the colourful summer dress and the longish hair falling around my face.

"Well," she said thoughtfully, "he is kinda pretty."


Chapter Two: Joni Is Born

Apparently, The Flower Girls could not be refused.

The weed probably had something to do with it. So did the beer, the fact that I had nowhere else to go, and the rather awkward truth that I was still wearing one of their dresses and had no money, no guitar and no obvious plan for getting my life back together.

Under the circumstances, when Charlene announced that they were taking me with them and that I was going to become the new Flower Girl, my resistance never amounted to very much.

I did try, at first.

“Hold on,” I said, still sitting in the open doorway of the van with Crimson’s guitar in my lap. “I never agreed to join your band.”

Charlene gave me a patient look, as if I were being unnecessarily difficult.

“I’d say life has already made the decision for you.”

Tiff nodded sagely behind her sunglasses. “Also, you play guitar, and you’ve got the right sort of face.”

At that point, with the sun beginning to sink and the campfire burning low, it was impossible to think too hard about anything. Everything had acquired that slightly fuzzy, agreeable quality that arrives when you are pleasantly stoned and surrounded by pretty girls who seem determined to take charge of your life.

Charlene clapped her hands once, as though the matter had been settled. “Right then. We’re going into town. We’ll get ourselves a motel room, clean Billy up and figure out what to do next.”

They started packing things away, still smiling at one another and giggling in a way that made me mildly uneasy.

The next town was small enough to have a single main street and the sort of motel that looked as though it was used for things other than resting. The sign outside buzzed intermittently in the evening light, and the rooms were arranged in a long row with doors opening directly onto the parking area. Charlene handled the check-in while I stayed in the van with Tiff and Aggie.

We took one room between the four of us. It had two beds with brightly patterned covers, a small bathroom and an air-conditioning unit that rattled loudly whenever it switched on. The girls seemed perfectly at home, tossing bags onto the beds, opening more beers and generally treating the place as though it were the presidential suite.

Charlene tossed her bag onto one bed and said she was going out for a while.

I sat on the edge of one bed while Tiff played little ditties on her flute and Aggie lay on her stomach across the other, absent-mindedly rosining her fiddle bow. There was a curious air of preparation in the room, as if something inevitable were drawing near.

I was just beginning to wonder whether I ought to make a run for it, even in a flowered dress, when Charlene returned carrying a brown paper bag.

She set it on the bed with a look of satisfaction and began taking things out.

There was a tube of Nair depilatory cream, a disposable razor, shaving foam and a box of Clairol wash-in hair dye in a pale blonde shade.

Tiff took the box from her and examined the front. “I think it’ll suit him.”

Charlene stepped closer and placed both hands lightly on my shoulders.

“Billy, honey, look at the situation. You’ve got no clothes, no cash and no wheels. We have a van, a room and a band that needs a guitarist. All we’re asking is that you go with the flow a little.”

There was something absurdly difficult about being defiant while barefoot and wearing a short summer dress. Charlene must have seen my resistance weakening, because she gave my shoulders a little squeeze and said, “Good boy.”

Aggie snorted. “Not for long.”

That set them all laughing again, and somehow the laughter carried me along with it.

Tiff mixed the hair dye in the bathroom while Charlene draped a towel around my shoulders and sat me on a chair near the window. Aggie opened another beer and handed it to me as though I might need fortification. Perhaps I did. Tiff returned with the prepared colour.

She began working the dye through my hair while I sat there drinking beer and trying not to think too hard about what I was allowing to happen. My hair had always been on the longer side, falling over my ears and collar in the fashion of every second guy drifting around America that summer, but now Tiff was sectioning it off while Charlene painted it with a blonde solution as though they were preparing me for a beauty contest.

They found the whole thing immensely entertaining. Aggie sat cross-legged on the bed, watching with undisguised delight. “He’s going to look adorable.”

“You keep saying things like that,” I muttered.

“That’s because it’s true.” She was ever so slightly drunk to put it mildly.

When the dye was done, Charlene made me wait fifteen minutes while they discussed dresses and whether I was more of a daisy person or a wildflower person as if this was important. Then she handed me the tube of Nair and the razor.

“Body hair first,” she said. “Face second. Then shower. The bathroom’s all yours.”

There was something particularly surreal about standing alone in that motel bathroom a few minutes later, smearing depilatory cream over my chest, stomach, legs and underarms while the girls talked and laughed in the next room. The Nair smelled chemical, but I followed instructions and tried not to dwell on the indignity of the situation.

I used the razor on my face, making sure every trace of stubble was gone, including my sideburns, then got into the shower and washed everything off. I realised that I missed hot showers and stayed in there longer than needed. When I stepped out, I felt a little more clear-headed.

Without the body hair, my skin looked strangely different, smoother and lighter, while my face seemed younger and somehow more delicate once I’d shaved properly. When I turned my head beneath the bathroom light and ran a towel through my hair, I could already see that the colour had lifted several shades.

By the time I dried it, the change was dramatic.

My hair was distinctly blonder now, light enough to soften my whole appearance. Combined with my clean-shaven face and the loss of body hair, it made me look like some slightly decadent version of myself, somebody less obviously male and somehow prettier.

Charlene knocked on the bathroom door. “Open up.”

When I did, she handed me a fresh set of clothes.

There was a new dress, longer than the first one and rather prettier. It was made from soft floral fabric in pale pinks and blues, with a flowing skirt that reached below my knees and short sleeves that tied delicately at the ends. Folded on top of it was a bra and matching panties, both more lacy and feminine than before.

I gave her a look.

“A bra?”

“Well, yes,” she said. “A Flower Girl ought to look the part.”

The panties were soft and close-fitting, while the bra felt absurdly intimate. The dress slipped over my head and settled around me in a cool sweep of fabric, much gentler and more flattering than the short number I had been given when I first appeared. When I looked at myself in the bathroom mirror, I had to admit that the effect was unexpectedly convincing already.

Charlene was waiting when I stepped back into the room.

“Oh, that’s much better,” she said.

Aggie sat up at once. “Well, look at that.”

“I hate all of you,” I said, though without much force.

Charlene ignored that and beckoned me over. She produced a pair of rolled stockings from her bag, tucked them into the cups of the bra and adjusted the shape with practised hands. The effect was modest but unmistakable. Suddenly the dress sat differently on my body, the feminine outline much more obvious.

Aggie’s job was the hair. Apparently, they weren’t quite finished with it. She sat me down again and wound the newly lightened strands into curlers with surprising competence, pausing now and then to tilt her head and decide whether I needed a little more shape around the face. Tiff took over my hands, filing and tidying my nails before painting them a glossy pale pink that matched the dress quite nicely.

By now the sense of unreality was almost complete. Somewhere along the line I had stopped feeling like a victim of circumstances and started feeling like the subject of a curious experiment.

Once the curlers came out, my hair fell in soft blonde waves around my face and neck. Aggie arranged it with her fingers, stepping back at intervals to admire the effect. Then Charlene took over for the final stage.

“You’re lucky,” she said as she stood before me with a small bag of cosmetics. “You’ve got hardly any beard shadow at all.”

She kept the makeup light, just as she’d promised. A little mascara deepened my lashes, making my eyes look larger, while the lipstick she chose was a soft rosy shade that brought out something gentler in my face. She added a pair of clip earrings that pinched slightly but looked very pretty, then fastened a bead necklace around my throat.

Finally, Aggie returned holding a ring of small flowers, white and yellow with a few touches of pink. This was settled lightly over my head. When they were done, the three of them stood back and looked at me in silence.

“Well?” I said at last.

Charlene walked me over to the mirror.

Billy was still there, somewhere, but he had retreated a very long way. Looking back at me was a slim, soft-faced young woman with light blonde hair falling in waves to her shoulders, long lashes, pink lips and a ring of flowers crowning her head. The dress gave me a gentle, feminine shape, the padded bra helped more than I wanted to admit, and the necklace and earrings completed everything.

I looked good.

I actually looked like I belonged in the van with The Flower Girls. I looked as though I might step onto a little stage at some roadside club, sling a guitar over my shoulder and play under coloured lights while boys in denim jackets fell half in love with me.

Tiff leaned against the dresser, lighting another joint. “We’ve got to give the new Flower Girl a name.”

Charlene considered me carefully. “Something musical.”

Aggie didn’t hesitate for a second.

“Joni,” she said. “After Joni Mitchell.”

Tiff nodded at once. “That’s perfect.”

Charlene smiled, delighted. “Joni it is.”

I looked at myself in the mirror again, at the blonde hair, the mascara, the dress, the flowers and the soft, feminine stranger they had created out of a broke hitchhiker from Maryland.

Joni.

High and bewildered and standing in a motel room in a dress and lace underwear, it sounded as though it might just fit.


Chapter Three: The First Gig

By the time we reached Missouri, I had almost stopped thinking of myself as Billy.

It hadn't happened overnight, and there hadn't been any great moment of revelation. It was more a gradual process, brought about by spending every waking hour in the company of three girls who seemed to regard my transformation as the most natural thing in the world.

They called me Joni, treated me as Joni and expected me to behave like Joni. After a while, it became easier to go along with them than to remember that I had once been somebody else.

We were making good progress across the country, although Charlene was in no particular hurry. She regarded the journey as much a part of the adventure as the music festival waiting for us in Santa Cruz.

Charlene owned the van, and I was beginning to realise that she was the one keeping The Flower Girls afloat financially. She never made a fuss about it, but whenever we needed petrol, groceries or somewhere decent to sleep, it was usually Charlene who produced the money.

Tiff and Aggie contributed whatever they could, particularly when we managed to earn a few dollars performing, but neither appeared to have much in the way of savings. I certainly wasn't contributing anything except my guitar playing.

That bothered me occasionally, although Charlene insisted that having a guitarist again was worth considerably more than the cost of feeding me.

We practised in the van, beside rivers, in fields and occasionally in the cheap motel rooms we rented when none of us fancied another night sleeping outdoors. I learned the songs they had been performing with Crimson, along with several new arrangements Charlene had been working on. She had a beautiful singing voice, clear and surprisingly powerful, while Tiff's flute added a delicate quality to the melodies. Aggie was an excellent fiddle player, although she occasionally became so enthusiastic that she threatened to drown out the rest of us.

Other changes were rather more difficult to explain.

Living with three girls was an education in itself. They seemed to do everything together, from choosing clothes and brushing one another's hair to discussing boys, music and whatever had happened the previous evening. There was very little privacy in the Volkswagen, and before long I had become part of their conversations and routines without quite noticing when the change had occurred.

Every morning involved a certain amount of preparation. Hair had to be brushed and arranged, makeup applied and dresses selected according to whatever we were planning to do. Flowers were practically compulsory, although we occasionally substituted colourful scarves or embroidered headbands.

I had begun taking care over my appearance.

My blonde hair was growing on me, particularly when Aggie helped arrange it in loose waves around my shoulders. I was also getting much better at applying mascara and lipstick. Small things.

The clothes were becoming familiar. I had several dresses now, mostly borrowed from the others, and I had stopped tugging nervously at the hems whenever we went somewhere in public. I rather enjoyed the freedom of the flowing skirts, and there was something satisfying about choosing a dress that went nicely with my hair and the beads I was wearing.

It was the little mannerisms that surprised me most.

I noticed one afternoon that I had started brushing my hair away from my face in precisely the same way as Charlene. Another time, while sitting in the passenger seat, I caught myself smoothing my skirt beneath my thighs before crossing my legs neatly at the ankles. I was no longer consciously trying to imitate the girls. Their habits had simply become my habits.

The way I spoke was changing too. At first, the girls would laugh whenever my normal male voice unexpectedly appeared, particularly when I was startled or annoyed. Tiff occasionally reminded me to soften my tone, while Charlene encouraged me to speak a little more gently, especially when we were out among strangers.

But there were no endless exercises or formal lessons. I spent so much time listening to them, singing with them and talking about the same things that my voice gradually took on a lighter, softer quality.

We were driving near one morning, the windows open, the radio playing and a warm breeze blowing through the van, carrying the scent of grass and clean air.

I was sitting beside Charlene in the front, wearing a pale yellow dress with short sleeves and a loose skirt that ended just below my knees. My hair was tied back with a little scarf, and I had a string of coloured beads around my neck. Aggie and Tiff were lounging in the back among the cushions, discussing a song that neither of them seemed entirely happy with.

Charlene glanced at me, then checked the rear-view mirror.

"You know something, girls? I think we need a new look. We’re a proper four-piece again. We ought to look like we belong together."

Aggie leaned forward between the seats. "Something that makes people look at us and know straight away that we're The Flower Girls."

Tiff immediately began suggesting colours, while Aggie became enthusiastic about longer skirts or shorter skirts and embroidered waistbands.

I listened with some amusement, occasionally offering an opinion when asked. Charlene took one hand from the steering wheel and adjusted her sunglasses.

We were close to Jefferson City, and Charlene decided it was as good a place as any to spend an afternoon. She followed the signs towards town, eventually leaving the main road and driving through streets that seemed remarkably ordinary after the miles of countryside we'd been travelling through in recent days.

There were petrol stations, diners, shopfronts and houses with neatly cut lawns, along with the usual collection of enormous American cars. Our Volkswagen attracted more than a few curious looks as it rattled past, its painted flowers and peace symbols providing a cheerful contrast to the respectable surroundings.

Eventually, Charlene found a shopping mall and pulled into the car park.

She switched off the engine and turned towards us. "Come on, girls. Let's find ourselves something pretty."

The others immediately began collecting their handbags and checking their appearance in little compact mirrors. I watched Aggie adjust the flowers in her hair and Tiff apply another coat of lipstick.

A few weeks earlier, I'd been hitchhiking across America in jeans, carrying a battered guitar and wondering where I might sleep that night. Now I was sitting in a flower-painted Volkswagen, wearing a summer dress and makeup, getting ready to spend the afternoon shopping for girls' clothes with three young women who had somehow become my closest friends.

The four of us walked towards the entrance together, our dresses moving in the warm Missouri breeze, while Charlene led the way with the unmistakable confidence of a girl who never liked to take no for an answer.

Apparently, shopping as a woman was a whole new experience. Things were not done quickly for a start. Outfits were located, tried on and put back. There were distractions from the makeup counters and perfumery.

Charlene eventually found what she was looking for and immediately held it up against me with a triumphant expression. It was a short psychedelic dress with vivid circular patterns, all bright blues, oranges, pinks and yellows and long flared sleeves. That wasn’t the end of the experience, however. Now we needed accessories. The dresses were to be worn with white knee-high boots, a colourful headband and oversized round glasses. It was the sort of outfit nobody was going to forget in a hurry.

When I came out of the changing room wearing the dress for the first time, there was a brief silence, followed by three identical expressions of satisfaction. The fit was surprisingly good. The hem was short, leaving my legs far more visible than I was used to, but the dress itself was so lively and self-assured that it somehow carried me along with it. The white boots made my legs look longer, the headband kept my blonde hair neatly back from my face, and the tinted round glasses gave the whole thing a distinctly sixties glamour.

Charlene folded her arms and tilted her head, considering the result.

“Well,” she said at last, “don’t you look a sight.”

I turned and looked at myself in the mirror. She was right. The girl in the reflection looked as though she belonged in a painted Volkswagen van on her way across America to a music festival. She looked bright and feminine and just a little bit outrageous.

Charlene was still not quite done with me, however.

Once we had collected everything in a cheerful pile, she steered me away from the main floor and into the lingerie section. I followed with a growing sense of suspicion.

She gave me a look of mock surprise. “Underwear, honey. It’s about time you had some of your own.”

Charlene chose with brisk efficiency. A few pretty bras, not too structured, some matching panties in soft fabrics and feminine colours, a couple of simpler everyday sets and some stockings for when the mood took us in a more dressed-up direction. Nothing especially extravagant, but all of it undeniably dainty.

“These are yours,” she said, with a hint of mischief. “No more borrowing Aggie’s panties.”

I ought to have been mortified, but there was an odd warmth in the whole business too. Charlene was not teasing me now. She was looking after me, making sure I had what I needed, quietly confirming that Joni was not a temporary amusement but a proper member of the band.

By the time we left the mall, the back of the van was full of bags and the late afternoon light had begun to turn golden. Charlene drove us out of Jefferson City and along a road that led towards the edge of town, where the first gig on the road was waiting for us. It was a bar just outside the city, the sort of place that caught passing trade as well as locals, with a broad parking area, a low building and a hand-painted sign that looked as though it had seen better days.

The manager came out as we were unloading.

He was a broad man in shirtsleeves with slicked-back hair and the slightly harassed manner of somebody who had never quite made it big.

He greeted Charlene with obvious familiarity, and showed us to a back room that served as a makeshift dressing area. It was certainly not glamorous. There was a cigarette burn on the table, a couple of chairs, a cracked mirror and a faint smell we couldn’t quite figure. We laid our dresses out, opened makeup bags and began the ritual of getting ready.

I changed into the new dress, pulled on the white boots and sat in front of the mirror with my new underwear and the bright fabric of the dress making everything feel slightly unreal. My hands were steady enough as I applied mascara and lipstick, though I noticed that I was taking more care than usual.

Once I was fully dressed, Charlene stood behind me and adjusted the headband.

“There,” she said softly. “You’re perfect.”

The dress clung in the right places, the colours making me look lively and fresh. My hair fell smoothly beneath the band, and the boots completed the look so perfectly that I could hardly believe how natural it all seemed. I looked young, feminine and very much like one of The Flower Girls.

Tonight I was going to step onto a stage in front of strangers as Joni, the band’s new guitarist. The idea had felt romantic when we were practising by the van or singing beside rivers. Here, with the muffled thump of voices and music coming through the wall, it suddenly felt frighteningly real.

Charlene must have sensed it, because she touched my arm lightly as we prepared to go out. “You’ll be fine,” she said.

I nodded, though my stomach was fluttering.

When we walked into the bar, the room was already busy. Cigarette smoke drifted through the lights, people were laughing and the whole place carried that restless, raucous energy that comes when enough drink has been sold for the evening to begin in earnest. Men in work shirts and denim jackets crowded the tables, with women among them too, though not nearly as many. There was a little raised area at one end serving as a stage, and when we climbed onto it with our instruments, heads began to turn at once.

It was the first time I had truly been aware of men staring at me as a woman. Not merely glancing because of the band, or because we were brightly dressed and unusual, but looking at me. At my dress, my legs, my face. Some of it was simple curiosity, some appreciation, some surprise. But there was no mistaking that I was being seen differently now, and the knowledge sent a strange current through me.

Charlene stepped to the microphone, warm and smiling, and introduced us. Tiff lifted her flute. Aggie tucked the fiddle under her chin. I settled the guitar strap on my shoulder and placed my fingers on the strings, aware of the noise in the room dropping just a little as people waited.

As I played and looked out over the room, I remained conscious of the gaze of the men nearest the front. For the first time in my life, I understood what it meant to be watched not as a musician or a drifter or another anonymous young man on the road, but as a girl standing beneath the lights in a short dress and white boots.


Chapter Four: Charlene and Joni

"You're getting more and more feminine by the day."

Charlene was sitting beside me on a blanket, leaning against the side of the Volkswagen with her sunglasses pushed up onto her blonde hair. We had stopped beside a lake somewhere along the road towards Nevada, taking advantage of the warming afternoon to stretch our legs and enjoy a little peace before continuing our journey.

Tiff and Aggie were down by the water, competing to see who could skim a stone the furthest. Aggie was winning, although Tiff insisted she was cheating by choosing flatter stones. Their laughter drifted across the grass, accompanied by the occasional splash and the sound of a bird calling from the trees.

I looked at Charlene and smiled.

"Do you really think so?"

"Sure do, honey. You ought to see yourself sometimes. The way you walk, the way you sit, even the way you laugh. You're becoming a regular little flower girl."

I looked down at myself, blushing. I was wearing a psychedelic dress that belonged to Tiff, its bright circular patterns almost dazzling in the sunshine. The skirt had ridden a little higher as I sat on the blanket, and without thinking I smoothed it over my thighs and tucked my legs neatly to one side.

Charlene noticed and smiled. "See? That's exactly what I mean."

She was right, of course. I'd noticed more changes myself, although they were difficult to explain. At first, being Joni had involved a conscious effort. I had to remember to soften my voice, be careful how I sat and occasionally remind myself that I was supposed to be one of the girls rather than the scruffy hitchhiker who had stumbled into their campfire.

Now I barely thought about it or what people thought. The day before some guys had drawn up to our campsite and stayed for an hour or so before moving on. I didn’t even bat an eyelid at that, and they seemed to accept me as I was. A girl.

I already knew that spending every day with Charlene, Tiff and Aggie had changed the way I behaved without anybody making a particular effort to teach me. They were affectionate, demonstrative girls who thought nothing of holding hands, brushing one another's hair or spending half an hour discussing which dress looked best with a particular necklace. I liked it.

Even my own appearance had begun to matter more to me than I would once have believed possible. I enjoyed brushing my blonde hair in the mornings, choosing which dress to wear and applying the little touches of makeup that had become part of my routine. There was something pleasant about looking in the mirror and seeing Joni smiling back.

I'd also become conscious of something else.

Charlene had been watching me rather more closely lately, and not simply to make sure I was playing the right chords or remembering my harmonies. Sometimes I'd catch her looking at me from across the van, only for her to smile and turn away. On other occasions she'd find an excuse to sit beside me, adjust my hair or tell me how pretty I looked in a particular dress.

I wasn't entirely sure what to make of it.

Charlene was affectionate with everybody, but recently there had been something different about the way she treated me. She seemed especially pleased whenever I did something naturally feminine, and sometimes I noticed a tenderness in her expression that made me feel strangely happy.

"You know, Joni, I'm real glad we found you."

I laughed. "You mean you're glad I was standing naked behind a tree?"

"Well, that certainly helped."

She gave my hand a little squeeze before getting to her feet.

"Come on, honey. We'd better round up those two before they throw every stone in Missouri."

I watched her walk towards the lake, her floral dress moving in the breeze, and found myself smiling for no particular reason.

We got back on the road shortly afterwards, with Charlene driving and Aggie navigating from a battered map. Our next booking was in Nevada, another bar gig that Charlene had arranged through somebody she'd met during her travels. It would be our last proper performance before continuing west towards Santa Clara and the Northern California Folk-Rock Festival.

The prospect of reaching California was becoming more exciting by the day. Charlene kept talking about the musicians we might see, the crowds, the atmosphere and the possibility of making useful contacts. She was determined that The Flower Girls would arrive looking and sounding like a proper band, and we spent hours rehearsing whenever we found a suitable place to stop.

By then, I knew most of our songs almost as well as the others. My guitar playing had improved considerably, and I was becoming much more confident. Sometimes, when we were practising beside the road or around a campfire, I forgot about everything except the music and the simple pleasure of belonging to something.

It was a wonderful way to live, even if it was never meant to last.

We reached Nevada after several long days of travelling, and the scenery had changed dramatically. Gone were the green fields and wooded roads of the eastern states, replaced by wide open spaces, dusty highways and mountains that seemed to rise unexpectedly from the horizon. The air was hotter and drier, and the little Volkswagen struggled occasionally as Charlene pushed it along the seemingly endless roads.

The bar was on the outskirts of a small town, a low building with a flickering neon sign and several enormous pickup trucks parked outside. As we pulled into the car park, I noticed a couple of motorcycles leaning against the wall and a group of men standing near the entrance, smoking cigarettes and watching us arrive.

It wasn't particularly inviting.

The windows were dark, and somebody had painted a rather crude picture of a cowgirl beside the front door. Music was coming from inside, accompanied by the sort of laughter that suggested the customers had already been drinking for several hours.

Aggie looked at the building and raised her eyebrows. "Well, this ought to be interesting."

Charlene switched off the engine.

"It's a paying gig, girls. Let's make the most of it."

The manager was a thin, weather-beaten fellow wearing a cowboy hat, boots that had seen enough dust to cover the bar and an enormous belt buckle that had been specially polished for some reason known only to him. He seemed mildly surprised when four young women climbed out of the flower-painted Volkswagen, but he recognised Charlene's name and led us inside.

The bar was much as I'd expected from the outside. Even as a guy, I’d have thought twice about going in there. There were wooden tables, a pool table near the back and a long counter lined with men drinking beer and whisky. The walls were decorated with horseshoes, photographs of rodeos and several stuffed animal heads. Cigarette smoke hung beneath the ceiling, and a jukebox was playing country music loudly enough to make conversation difficult.

It was hardly the natural home of an all-girl folk hippie band, particularly one dressed in matching psychedelic mini dresses and white knee-high boots.

Nevertheless, Charlene seemed completely unfazed. She talked confidently to the manager, inspected the small stage and arranged for us to use a storeroom at the back to get changed.

We had grown accustomed to preparing for performances in unlikely places, and this one was no worse than some of the others. There was a cracked mirror, a table and several chairs, along with a collection of boxes that contained soft porn magazines stacked against one wall. We spread our makeup and accessories across the table and set about making ourselves presentable.

By now, the routine was familiar. We all wore our colourful dresses, matching headbands and white boots, although each of us arranged our hair a little differently. Charlene liked hers loose and flowing, Aggie favoured soft curls, and Tiff usually kept her dark hair tucked neatly behind her ears.

I brushed my blonde hair, applied a fresh coat of lipstick and checked my mascara before slipping on my tinted glasses.

When we emerged from the storeroom and made our way towards the stage, however, I realised that this audience was rather different from the one we'd entertained back in Missouri.

The men at the bar turned to look at us, and several began whistling. One fellow called something crude about our legs, while another raised his beer and announced that things were finally looking up.

I felt myself blushing.

I'd been getting used to attracting attention as a girl, but there was something about being surrounded by so many men that made me particularly aware of my appearance. The dress suddenly seemed very short, and I found myself smoothing the hem as we climbed onto the stage.

Charlene gave us a reassuring smile and stepped towards the microphone.

"Good evening, everybody! We're The Flower Girls, and we hope you're ready for a little music."

The response was enthusiastic enough, although several customers appeared more interested in our outfits than our instruments.

We began with one of our livelier numbers, hoping to win them over before attempting anything slower. Charlene's voice carried beautifully through the noisy room, and Aggie's fiddle playing soon attracted a few cheers from the men near the front. Tiff played with her usual confidence, and after the first couple of songs I began to relax. To be honest, we could have been the Rolling Stones and we’d have got the same reaction from these backward country folk.

Then I noticed the cowboy.

He was sitting at a table near the stage, wearing a battered black hat, a checked shirt and a large silver belt buckle in the shape of a steer’s head. He looked to be in his thirties, with a broad face and the flushed complexion of somebody who had been drinking for most of the afternoon.

He was staring at me.

At first, I assumed he was watching my guitar playing, but it soon became obvious that the instrument was the last thing on his mind. His eyes travelled slowly over my dress and legs, and whenever I glanced in his direction, he gave me a broad, unpleasant smile.

I tried to ignore him.

Unfortunately, he seemed determined to attract my attention. He raised his glass towards me several times, called out compliments that made the men around him laugh and occasionally leaned towards his companions to say something while pointing in my direction.

I found the whole thing deeply uncomfortable.

Charlene noticed my discomfort and moved a little closer during one of the songs, giving me an encouraging smile. I concentrated on the guitar and tried to lose myself in the music.

We finished our set to a smattering applause, and a few jeers and more crude comments. The manager seemed about as delighted as someone on death row but and Charlene went to collect our payment.

I was relieved to be getting off the stage.

We began carrying our instruments towards the storeroom, weaving between tables and groups of customers who were already returning to their conversations. Tiff and Aggie went ahead, while Charlene was caught speaking to the manager.

I followed a little way behind, carrying the guitar.

I was approaching the corridor leading to the storeroom when somebody stepped into my path.

It was the cowboy.

"Hey there, little lady."

He was considerably taller than I'd realised, and up close I could smell whisky on his breath.

"Hello," I replied, trying to move past him.

He shifted sideways, blocking my way. "You're a real pretty thing, ain't you? What's your name?"

"Joni."

"Joni. That's a mighty sweet name."

I forced a smile and glanced towards the corridor. I could hear Aggie laughing somewhere beyond the storeroom door, and I wanted nothing more than to join her.

"I need to put my guitar away."

"Aw, don't run off. Come have a drink with me."

"No, thank you."

I tried to step around him again, but he caught my arm. His grip was firm enough to stop me moving, and I suddenly felt very vulnerable standing there in my short dress and boots.

"Come on, honey. Just one little kiss."

Before I could answer, he leaned towards me.

I turned my face away and pushed against his chest, startled by how quickly the situation had become unpleasant. He was much stronger than I was, and the combination of his grip on my arm and the confined space made it difficult to get past him.

"Please, let go of me."

He laughed and tried to pull me closer.

Then I heard Charlene's voice.

"Get your hands off her!"

I had never heard her sound quite like that.

She appeared out of the crowd, her face furious, and marched straight towards us. The cowboy loosened his grip as she approached, apparently surprised to find himself being confronted by an angry blonde in a psychedelic mini dress.

"I said leave her alone!"

"Aw, sweetheart, we were just having a little fun."

"Well, she's not having fun. Now back off."

There was something in Charlene's expression that made him reconsider. Perhaps he realised that a scene would attract attention, or perhaps he simply decided that pursuing the matter wasn't worth the trouble. Whatever the reason, he released my arm and stepped away with an unpleasant mutter.

Charlene immediately took my hand.

"Come on, Joni."

She led me down the corridor and into the storeroom, where Tiff and Aggie looked up in surprise.

I was shaking. Until that moment, I'd managed to keep myself together, but now that I was safely away from the man, the shock of what had happened began to settle over me. I put the guitar down and sat on a chair, trying to steady my breathing.

Charlene crouched beside me.

"Are you all right, honey?"

I nodded, although I wasn't entirely sure that I was.

Tiff and Aggie immediately became concerned, and for a few minutes the little storeroom was filled with questions and indignation. Charlene explained what had happened, then made it clear that we were leaving as soon as our things were packed.

I sat quietly while the others gathered our belongings, feeling rather foolish for being so shaken. Nothing terrible had actually happened, but the experience had frightened me more than I cared to admit. I had never really considered how differently the world might treat me as Joni, and the incident had brought that difference home in a particularly unpleasant way.

Charlene stayed close, occasionally touching my shoulder or asking whether I was feeling better. By the time we reached the Volkswagen, I was grateful simply to be leaving.

The drive towards the motel was unusually quiet. Aggie and Tiff sat together in the back, speaking softly, while I occupied the passenger seat beside Charlene. She drove with both hands on the wheel, glancing towards me from time to time.

I watched the lights of the town pass through the window, still thinking about the cowboy and how helpless I'd felt when he grabbed my arm.

After a while, Charlene reached across and rested her hand on mine. I nodded and managed a small smile. Her hand remained on mine for several moments before she returned it to the steering wheel.

We found a motel a few miles further along the road. It was a considerably nicer place than some of the establishments we'd stayed in during our travels, with a brightly lit reception area and a little swimming pool surrounded by palm trees.

Charlene went inside to arrange our rooms while the rest of us waited in the van.

When she returned, she was carrying two keys.

"Two rooms tonight, girls."

Aggie looked surprised.

"Two?"

"Yep. You and Tiff can have one. Joni and I will take the other."

We had shared rooms in various combinations throughout the journey, depending on what was available and how much money Charlene was prepared to spend. We collected our bags and made our way along the covered walkway. Tiff and Aggie's room was the first we reached, and they disappeared inside after wishing us goodnight.

Charlene took my hand.

"Come on, Joni. Ours is just along here."

I followed her towards the next room, still feeling rather subdued. She unlocked the door and switched on the light, revealing a comfortable bedroom with a large double bed, a small dressing table and curtains overlooking the car park.

I put my bag down beside the bed and turned towards her as she closed the door quietly.

She came towards me, taking both my hands in hers.

For a moment, she simply looked at me. There was that same expression I'd noticed so often during the journey, the one that had made me wonder whether her feelings towards me were changing.

"You're a beautiful girl, Joni," she said softly. "And I don't think you realise just how beautiful."

I felt my cheeks growing warm.

"Charlene..."

She smiled and reached up to brush a loose blonde curl away from my face. Her fingers lingered gently against my cheek, and suddenly she was standing very close.

I could smell her perfume and see the little flecks of gold in her blue eyes.

Then she leaned forward and kissed me.


Chapter Five: Santa Clara

The Volkswagen had somehow carried us all the way across America, rattling and humming and occasionally protesting, but still doing its duty. We rolled into Santa Clara tired, dusty and excited, with the late May sunshine pouring down and the roads growing busier the closer we got to the fairgrounds.

Even before we saw the signs, we could feel the festival around us. There were vans and cars heading the same way, young people with their feet out of open windows, girls with flowers in their hair, boys in denim jackets and headbands, the smell of hash and music floating from radios.

The Northern California Folk-Rock Festival was bigger than anything I had ever imagined. We were not on the main stages, of course. Nobody was mistaking The Flower Girls for Hendrix or Led Zeppelin, and certainly not for Janis Joplin or Jefferson Airplane. Our slot was in one of the side tents, a smaller performance space that Charlene said could hold about a thousand people if it filled up.

We parked among a hundred other vehicles, unloaded our instruments, and were shown where our tent would be later that afternoon. The main stage loomed in the distance like something mythical, and every now and then you could hear the roar of a crowd and a distant burst of amplified music rolling across the grounds.

Tiff went quiet for a few minutes, drinking in the atmosphere. Aggie kept grinning and squeezing her fiddle case as though she was trying to get a sound out of it. Charlene alone seemed entirely in command of herself. She walked the site, asked practical questions, checked our timings and made mental notes the way she always did.

Then, just as I thought we were going to find a place to sit and steady our nerves, she stopped dead, looked at the rest of us and said, “No. This won’t do.”

Aggie blinked. “What won’t do?”

“Our look.”

Tiff let out a little groan. “Charlene.”

“I mean it,” she said. “We need something special.”

I should have known by then that once Charlene decided a thing, it generally happened. So, ten minutes later, we were back in the van.

There was an exclusive clothes shop a short drive from the fairgrounds. The window display was full of romantic dresses, embroidered fabrics and rich colours, all arranged to suggest that every woman in California spent her life gliding through golden light on her way to somewhere glamorous.

What Charlene chose for us was a world away from the bright psychedelic mini dresses and white boots we had been wearing on the road. The new look was more dramatic and definitely more feminine. The dresses were made of deep green fabric with lace sleeves and embroidered floral detailing, the skirts cut long and flowing with uneven hems that moved beautifully when you walked. They were the sort of dresses that felt both bohemian and elegant at once.

To go with them came brown boots, soft and fitted, then delicate necklaces. When I stepped out of the changing room wearing mine, there were coos from the girls. We stood together in front of the mirror, grinning like idiots.

Charlene studied me with open satisfaction. “We look so hot.”

The dark green made my skin look paler and my blonde hair lighter. The dress clung gently at the waist and fell away in soft layers, the lace sleeves making my arms look more delicate. There was something undeniably romantic about it, and for the first time I felt something squirm in my stomach.

As if the dress were not enough, Charlene then announced that we were going to a salon. This, too, was a new experience for Joni.

The place smelled of hairspray, shampoo and perfume, and was full of mirrors, white chairs and women speaking about cuts, colour and styling.

The four of us were seated in a row. I felt self-conscious at first, particularly when a woman with beautifully lacquered nails began running her fingers through my hair and discussing its texture.

My hair was washed, trimmed very slightly and then styled into soft, feminine waves that fell perfectly around my face and shoulders. Charlene had mine done a little fuller than usual, and when I finally saw the result in the mirror, the effect was remarkable.

The salon lights, the dress and the feminine arrangement of my hair all combined to make me feel as though I had stepped out of a fashion magazine.

The other girls looked radiant too and on the way back there was nervous giggling chatter as the moment for the gig got closer.

By the time we returned to the festival, the place was humming. We checked our instruments, tuned everything and ran over the opening sequence for our set one final time. The tent had begun filling long before we were due on, and when I peered through the opening at one point, I saw a constant drift of festival-goers entering, curious to see whoever was next. My stomach tightened so sharply I thought I might be sick.

Charlene must have sensed it because she came over and took both my hands in hers, not making a scene, just grounding me.

My mouth had gone dry, but I was okay as long as she was near me.

When we walked onto the stage, the tent seemed even bigger. It was warm beneath the canvas roof, full of light and the smell of distant cooking. There was a gentle murmur through the crowd as we took our places. I adjusted the strap of my guitar and felt a rush of terror that bordered on psychosis. Somewhere beyond the tent, the main stage and all its legends were waiting, but in that moment our little corner of the festival felt as if it was the only world that existed.

Charlene stepped to the microphone and introduced us, her voice warm and sure. The applause and cheers that followed were encouraging enough to steady me a fraction. Then Aggie lifted her fiddle, Tiff raised the flute, I found the opening chord, and we began.

The first song was the worst because adrenaline was suddenly pumping through me. I was aware of everything at once: the lights, the tent, the deep green sleeves at my wrists, the sound of my own guitar ringing out, the audience watching, the skirt floating around my legs. Then, halfway through the second song, the nerves and energy seemed to fall away.

By the third song, the crowd were clapping along.

By the fifth, the tent felt alive.

We played all ten songs, and when we finished the last one the applause made Aggie laugh out loud and Tiff beam like a girl who’d just won the lottery. Charlene bowed her head, thanked the crowd and led us offstage with quiet, glowing satisfaction.

We had done it.

The Flower Girls had played Santa Clara.

Afterwards everything felt alive. We wandered the fairgrounds in our green dresses and boots, no longer unknown in quite the same way. A few people recognised us from the tent, and Aggie got asked for her autograph. Somebody told Charlene they had enjoyed the set. Another person asked whether we had a record, which made Aggie nearly float away with happiness.

As evening drew in, Charlene and I drifted towards the main stage while Tiff and Aggie went in search of food. The crowds had grown thicker, the atmosphere looser and more magical, the whole place humming with the sense that something important was happening. Lights glowed over the grounds, the air smelled of grass, smoke and summer, and music poured out over the people in waves.

We found a place where we could see the stage well enough, close but not crushed. Charlene stood behind me as the next band played, and after a while I felt her move nearer until her body was softly against my back. Her hands settled around my waist.

I leaned back into her without thinking. In front of us, the stage lights shifted over the musicians, the crowd swayed and somewhere beyond all that noise and colour I felt a curious stillness settle inside me. I was tired, happy and half dazed by the day, and I knew with absolute clarity that this was a moment I would remember long after the festival was over.

Two pretty girls standing together in California, arms around one another, watching bands beneath the night sky.

Charlene lowered her head slightly so that her cheek brushed my hair. “You all right, honey?”

“Yes,” I said softly. “More than all right.”

We stood like that for a while, saying nothing. Her hands remained loosely linked at my waist, and every now and then she gave me the slightest squeeze, as if to reassure herself I was still there.

I watched the stage, the lights and the movement of the crowd, feeling my skirt float a little on the breeze.

Charlene’s voice came softly near my ear. “When this is over, stay.”

I turned my head slightly, enough to look back at her.

“Stay?”

“With us. With me.” She smiled, though there was something unguarded in it too. “You don’t have to go back to being whoever you were before. You fit here, Joni. You fit with us. And I’d like you to stay.”

The music from the stage washed over us, and for a moment the whole festival seemed to recede into the background. I looked at her, at the girl who had found me naked behind a tree, put me in a dress and somehow carried me all the way across America into a different life.

Then I looked back at the lights and the crowd, and at the world opening out before us.

Charlene’s hands were still around my waist.

I placed mine over them and smiled.

I did not answer straight away, because I did not need to. Some things are already decided long before they are spoken aloud.

We remained there together, held in the glow of the festival, while the music rolled on and California night gathered gently around us.

It was perfect.
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Search for Emma LaVerne on Amazon to discover the rest of the series.

Until Our Next Feminine Adventure...

Whether you're dreaming of joining a band of flower-power girls, trying on your first beautiful dress or simply enjoying a little feminine escapism, I hope my stories and audios bring you plenty of pleasure.

And remember, sometimes the most wonderful adventures begin when you stop worrying about who you used to be and discover who you could become.

Join me on Patreon. Your next feminine adventure is waiting!

With love,

Emma LaVerne
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