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  For every girl who waited, hoping one day the world would see her as she truly is. For those who loved in secret, dreamed in silence, and found the courage to begin, even if only in the quiet of their own hearts.

And for Jeremy, whose absence shaped my longing, and whose memory helped me hold on.
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  Introduction



Some summers seem to last forever, not because of the sunshine or the long, empty days, but because of all the things left unsaid. This story is about one of those summers.

Not Yet Jennifer is not just a work of fiction. It is, in many ways, a memory of what it was like to be thirteen and alone, to ache for a name no one ever called me, to wish someone could look and see the girl I was underneath.

Growing up in the 1990s, there were no words for what I felt. There were only questions, small rituals, and wishes made on stars. There was music and longing, and, sometimes, a hope that flickered even in the loneliest moments. This book is for the version of myself who kept that hope alive, and for anyone else who is still waiting for the day they can finally say who they are.

If you’re reading this and you’re not “there” yet, know that your story is not over. Beginnings can be quiet, but they matter. You matter.

Jennifer
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The final bell of eighth grade rang not with relief but with a kind of violence, splitting the stuffy air and rattling every window in Eisenhower Middle School. For a moment, there was a stunned silence, like the world itself was pausing for a single, breathless second. Then the halls erupted.

Jamie Grant sat perfectly still at his desk as the storm broke around him. He watched, a little dazed, as the classroom detonated into movement, chairs scraping, backpacks slung, kids shouting goodbyes over the heads of teachers whose patience had dissolved an hour before the bell. It was mid-June, the air outside already thick with heat, the light glaring gold through narrow windows. Jamie waited, as he always did, letting the wildest and loudest of his classmates surge into the corridor before he moved. He’d learned that lesson early; the last one out was less likely to be jostled, noticed, or called out for not joining in the summer madness.

On the chalkboard, in green looping letters, Mrs. Blackwell had written,

Have a GREAT summer!

There were stick-figure doodles all around it, one tossing a graduation cap, another with a cartoon sun for a head. Someone had added “Don’t ever change!” in bubble letters near the bottom. Jamie tried to remember the last time summer had sounded like a promise.

The teacher, her smile already slipping as she gathered stray papers, gave him a slight, tired nod. “You have a good break, Jamie. Keep up with your drawing, all right?”

He nodded, mumbling a thank you. He’d miss art more than he’d admit.

He slid his notebook into his backpack, closed the zipper, and glanced around. Most of the desks were empty now, only a few stragglers lingering by the door, swapping phone numbers and promises that would fade before July. Jamie didn’t bother getting out his yearbook. It was at the bottom of his bag, its pages mostly blank except for a few neat signatures from teachers, safe, generic, “Best of luck in high school!” The space where friends might have written something secret or silly was just… empty.

He made his way to his locker, weaving between groups of chattering students. The hallway was a river of movement, bodies pressing, voices ricocheting off the cinderblock walls, the air thick with the sweetness of perfume and the sharpness of sweat. Jamie hugged his backpack tight, shrinking his shoulders and walking as if he could blend into the bricks themselves.

At his locker, he worked the dial by feel, right, left, right, listening to the echo of feet and the occasional barked name. He could hear someone in the next row over laughing, telling a joke about their English teacher’s “dad ties,” another kid boasting about his plans for the pool, and how late he’d sleep in now that school was over. Jamie focused on his hands, willing them not to tremble as he pulled out his last few belongings: an old denim jacket (too warm now but comforting, a shield), a half-used sketchbook, and the nearly new yearbook he hadn’t wanted.

He hesitated, eyes flicking up and down the rows, making sure no one was watching. Tucked inside the jacket’s pocket was a thin, worn pink hairband. He slipped it into his jeans, hiding it beneath the untucked hem of his shirt. It was a little ritual, a way of carrying “her” with him, the girl he could almost see in the mirror when the house was empty, the one he tried so hard to keep secret.

All around him, the rituals of ending played out, lockers slamming for the last time, hands slapping backs, a chorus of “call me!” and “don’t forget!”, the kind of easy friendship that never seemed to stick to Jamie. He didn’t mind, not really. It hurt less to expect nothing than to wish for what you couldn’t have.

A group of boys rushed past, one throwing a crumpled ball of paper at another, their voices echoing off the linoleum. “See you at the field, man!” “Bring your glove!” Jamie watched them go, feeling both invisible and exposed. No one asked if he’d play. He never did.

He moved slowly, letting the hallway empty a little more before he stepped out into the current. His feet found the pattern, hugged the wall, eyes down, waiting for gaps. He caught a glimpse of his reflection in the metal lockers, too tall, too skinny, hair longer than most boys’, and that face, delicate, awkward, neither quite here nor there. A soft, secret pride flickered in him. He knew what his father would say about his hair, but it was the one thing he refused to give up. Every time he brushed it, every time someone mistook him for a girl at the store or on the phone, he felt a wild, trembling hope. Maybe someday…

The sunlight through the glass doors ahead was blinding, painting the floor in long, gold rectangles. He could hear the hum of cars in the parking lot, the distant ring of a bicycle bell, and the squeak of sneakers. Jamie kept his steps small and careful. The closer he got to the exit, the more his heart pounded.

He reached the glass doors when he heard her voice behind him.

“Jamie! Wait up, please!”

His breath caught. He stepped out onto the top landing of the school steps, blinking against the heat as Mrs. Newman hurried after him, weaving around the last clusters of kids spilling into summer. The parking lot hummed with idling engines and shouts across open windows; the air tasted like exhaust and freedom.

She joined him outside, her curls pinned back, folders tucked under one arm, cheeks flushed from the rush. Out here, her kindness felt somehow larger, more exposed in the open air.

“Sorry,” Jamie said automatically, fingers worrying the zipper of his backpack.

“No apologizing,” she said with that bright, comforting smile. “I didn’t want to miss you.” She angled herself slightly closer, lowering her voice only a little, still private, but not hidden. “I wanted to tell you, truly, I’m going to miss your voice next year. It’s special. I mean it.”

Jamie flushed, the words landing with that familiar ache and longing. Cars pulled up and rolled away in front of them, engines coughing, radios spilling fragments of pop songs. A few parents glanced up at the two of them, teacher and student, talking in the open, but no one lingered.

Mrs. Newman rested a gentle hand on his shoulder. “I’ve already spoken to Mr. Williams at Washington High. Told him to watch out for you.” She grinned. “He said he’d never had anyone with your range come up from the middle school.”

Jamie looked down at his shoes, throat tightening.

“I know it isn’t always easy,” she added softly. “You’re quiet, but you sing with your whole heart. Don’t ever let anyone make you feel small for that. Promise me.”

“I promise,” he whispered.

“Good.” Her eyes shone in the sunlight. “And if you ever need a place to practice, or someone to listen, my door’s always open.”

He blinked fast, trying to keep everything inside where it belonged. “Thank you. For everything.”

“Have a good summer, Jamie. And don’t stop singing.”

He nodded, giving her a shaky smile. The kind that felt like standing on the edge of something new.

Mrs. Newman stepped aside so he could go down the stairs. Jamie took a breath, feeling the cool weight of the hairband in his pocket, and started down.

He passed a battered green car near the curb. A mother leaned out the window, calling for her daughter. Jamie kept moving, not wanting to stare, though a part of him always wondered what it felt like to be someone a parent was glad to see.

He was nearly across the lot when the mother called to Mrs. Newman, who still stood on the steps, watching Jamie’s retreat with quiet pride.

“Excuse me,” the woman said, shading her eyes. She nodded toward Jamie, who had paused near the bike rack. “Is that your daughter? She seems like such a sweet girl.”

Mrs. Newman followed her gaze. The wind lifted the loose ends of Jamie’s long hair, turning it briefly golden in the sun. Her smile softened, thoughtful. She had always suspected, but never asked. There were lines teachers couldn’t cross, not if they wanted to keep their jobs. But she saw something in Jamie that she hoped would survive the coming years.

“Yes,” she said gently. “Yes, she is.”

* * *

The sun outside Eisenhower Middle School was blinding, the heat thick as a blanket and mean as a dare. Jamie squinted into the white glare, pausing at the edge of the sidewalk to let a stream of chattering kids and parents pass. A bus hissed and lurched away from the curb, its windows packed with faces and waving arms. Above it all, cicadas droned, their static song swelling and fading in the heavy air.

He didn’t have to wait for anyone. There would be no pickup, no parent double-parked and waving from a minivan. He’d always walked home, and today, like almost every other day, he was alone. He took a deep breath, the smell of cut grass and pavement swirling in his chest, and stepped into the current of bodies making their way off school property.

Most of the other students peeled off in pairs or clusters, laughter and voices tangling behind them as they hurried toward bikes, carpool lines, or corners where siblings would pick them up. Jamie stuck to the margin, hugging the fence, eyes fixed on the spot where the sidewalk vanished around the first bend. He kept his head down, backpack hugged tight against his ribs, the familiar ache in his shoulders where the straps bit through his T-shirt.

A gust of wind tugged at his hair, long, almost to his chin now, curling awkwardly in the humidity. He thought about Mrs. Newman’s words, about the way her eyes had shone when she told him he was special, that his voice was a gift. He wanted to hold onto that feeling, to bottle it, to let it drown out the old ache that always waited at the edge of his thoughts.

Behind him, the noise of the school faded, replaced by the quieter pulse of the neighborhood, lawnmowers humming behind fences, a radio somewhere playing “All for Love,” and the distant, familiar bark of a dog. Jamie moved through the world like a shadow, careful and unnoticed, following the same route he’d walked every school day since fifth grade.

He crossed Leavenworth Road at the light, waiting for the signal even though the street was empty. He always did. It felt somehow safer to let the blinking man tell him it was time to move. He remembered the way Jeremy used to tease him for that, pretending to dart into traffic, laughing and shouting, “Live a little, Jamie!” before always doubling back, falling into step beside him. Jamie smiled at the memory, then felt it fade, replaced by the old hollow ache.

On the next block, the sidewalk buckled and cracked, dandelions pushing up through the seams. Jamie watched his feet, making a game of stepping only on the white concrete, avoiding the gray patches as if they might swallow him up. He used to play the same game with Jeremy, inventing new rules every week, skipping the square with the gum stuck to it, jumping over the puddle by Mrs. Martin’s house, racing to the mailbox and back. It had all seemed simple then, before secrets, before goodbyes, before Jamie realized he was counting the days he could only be himself behind a locked door.

A pickup rattled by, the driver’s arm slung out the window, country music spilling into the heat. Jamie kept his gaze low, turning sideways to let the truck pass, feeling the wave of hot exhaust and dust wash over him. His hands went instinctively to his pockets, fingers curling around the hairband he’d carried all day. He rolled it between his fingers, a small, private comfort, imagining for a moment what it would be like to pull his hair back, to walk these blocks with his head held high, to let the world see her.

He glanced at his reflection in a shop window as he passed, a stretched, flickering ghost of a figure, too thin, clothes hanging wrong, hair a mess. If he squinted, he could almost see Jennifer looking back at him, the tilt of her chin, the soft curve of her jaw, the way her hair framed her face just so. He lingered for a second, letting the fantasy breathe, then dropped his gaze and hurried on.

At the corner of 63rd and Leavenworth, a sprinkler sent arcs of water onto the sidewalk, rainbow droplets catching the sunlight. Jamie skirted the edge, feeling the spray cool his ankles, resisting the urge to run through the water as he’d done as a kid. A little girl, maybe six or seven, danced in the spray, her mother calling for her to come inside and change. The girl giggled and spun, hair plastered to her face, dress clinging to her knees. Jamie felt a pang so sharp he almost stopped; it was a longing, pure and old, for something he couldn’t name. He remembered Jeremy’s dare from years ago, “Let’s race through it, Jamie, last one’s a rotten egg!” They’d ended up soaked, laughing so hard they couldn’t breathe, collapsing on the curb while Mrs. Dawson handed them towels and scolded them both.

The memory brought both comfort and grief, a mix of what was lost and what might have been.

Halfway down the next block, he passed Mrs. Dawson’s house. The porch sagged a little more every year, the paint on the swing peeling like sunburned skin. Mrs. Dawson herself sat behind the screen, fanning herself with a newspaper. She saw Jamie and gave a tired little wave.

“Hot enough for you, Jamie?” she called, her voice scratchy.

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied, managing a polite smile.

“You tell your mama I said hello!” Mrs. Dawson said, then sank back into the shadows. Jamie nodded, already walking on, heart beating a little faster. Mrs. Dawson had always been kind, calling him “sweetie” or “darlin’,” offering cookies in the winter and lemonade in the summer. He wondered, not for the first time, if she saw him the way he saw himself, a gentle, secret hope he’d never dare test.

The sun pressed down, heavy on his shoulders, sweat prickling under his collar. Jamie stopped for a moment at the mailbox by Mrs. Martin’s yard, pretending to check his bag so he could catch his breath. The garden was a riot of overgrown roses, wild and untrimmed. Mrs. Martin was there, knees in the dirt, hands caked with mud.

“Afternoon, Jamie,” she said without looking up.

“Hi, Mrs. Martin.”

She hummed, plucking a weed, not asking about school or summer or anything else. Jamie liked her for that, her silence, her focus. He moved on, counting his steps.

The streets grew quieter as he went. The further he got from school, the more the world seemed to empty, fewer kids, fewer voices, just the drone of lawnmowers and the occasional bark of a distant dog. Jamie fell into a rhythm, his shoes slapping the pavement, his thoughts drifting.

He tried to remember last summer, the days before Jeremy moved away. They’d spent afternoons riding bikes, making up songs, telling each other secrets they promised never to repeat. Jamie could still hear Jeremy’s voice, low, kind, teasing. He remembered the backyard, that golden evening when everything changed; the brush of lips, the shock of joy and terror, the promise, “We’ll always be friends, right?” And then, just like that, Jeremy was gone.

Jamie squeezed the hairband tight, letting the pain burn in his palm. He’d never told anyone, not about Jeremy, not about Jennifer, not about the fear that maybe Jeremy’s parents had seen them, had guessed the truth, and pulled him away. The suspicion clung to him, a stain he couldn’t wash off.

He crossed another street, this one quieter, lined with cracked driveways and sun-faded basketball hoops. A boy tossed a ball with his father in a side yard, their shouts echoing off the houses. Jamie hurried past, keeping his head down. He wondered what it would be like to belong, to be wanted in that way, to have a place in the easy rhythm of someone else’s afternoon.

At the edge of the next block, a car idled at the curb, the window open, a man inside listening to the Royals game. The radio crackled with static and the announcer’s excited voice. Jamie caught a few words, “bottom of the sixth,” “bases loaded, before he moved out of range. He used to watch baseball with Jeremy, their own private language of stats and predictions, arguing over who’d win the pennant. Now, baseball felt like another thing he’d lost.

He passed the little corner store with the faded Pepsi sign, the front window crowded with hand-lettered posters advertising 25-cent gum and push pops. He remembered standing there with Jeremy, counting out change for grape soda, sneaking candy into their pockets, and laughing as they ran away before the owner could chase them. Today, he kept walking, not wanting to risk running into anyone from school, not wanting to explain the blank yearbook in his bag or the reason he was alone.

A gust of wind rattled a newspaper across the sidewalk. Jamie stepped around it, glancing up at the pale, washed-out sky. The air smelled of tar and cut grass, the sun painting everything in harsh, unkind colors. He felt sweat trickle down his spine, the weight of his backpack a steady anchor.

As he walked, he began to hum under his breath, a habit he’d picked up in choir, a comfort when words were too much. The melody was one he’d sung alone in his room, soft and sweet, the notes clear in the hot, empty air. It made him feel real, if only for a moment.

He passed another house, this one with a dog barking behind a chain-link fence. The dog lunged once, then lost interest and flopped into the shade. Jamie kept moving, counting the steps to the next turn, the next landmark. It was always easier to keep moving.

He paused at the end of the block, beneath the shade of an old oak tree. Here, the sidewalk was cracked and uneven, the roots lifting the concrete into a lumpy wave. Jamie used to sit on this tree’s low branch with Jeremy, sharing grape bubblegum, talking about what they’d do when they were “older, whatever that meant. He stood there for a long moment, letting the memory wash over him, then moved on.

He turned down Parkview Avenue, the last stretch before home. The houses here were familiar, each one holding a piece of his childhood: the porch where he and Jeremy had played cards, the lawn where he’d watched Fourth of July fireworks, the driveway where he’d skinned his knee trying to skateboard. Every memory felt both close and impossibly far away.

A few doors down, an older woman, Mrs. Palmer, sat on her porch, knitting needles clicking. She looked up as Jamie passed, squinting in the sun.

“Last day of school, Jamie?” she called.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Summer starts now. Make the most of it,” she said, nodding. Jamie nodded back, though he wasn’t sure what “the most” even meant.

He could see his own house now, the faded green siding, the sagging steps, the dented mailbox where someone had painted “6341” in crooked black numbers. The yard was patchy, tufts of grass fighting for space with dirt and weeds. There was a bike tossed near the porch, Scott’s, probably. The windows were open, the sound of the TV drifting out, a commercial jingle he didn’t recognize.

Jamie stopped at the gate, heart pounding. He took a moment to steady himself, brushing his hair back and tucking the band tighter in his pocket. He looked up at the window. Michelle’s curtain fluttered once, a small, silent signal. He wondered if she’d be upstairs, maybe reading, maybe just waiting for the house to settle.

He put one foot on the first step, then paused. He looked back down the street, the sun slanting, the world bright and relentless. He let himself wish, just for a second, that Jeremy would come riding up, tossing his backpack onto the lawn, grinning and shouting, “You coming or what, Jennifer?”

But there was no Jeremy, no one calling for him to hurry up, no one who knew the secret she kept tucked away behind polite smiles and “yes, ma’am.” Jamie felt the familiar ache return, a mix of hope and loss and the stubborn determination to hold on to whatever pieces of himself he could.

He stepped up, the wood creaking beneath his shoes, and reached for the door. Before he went inside, he made himself a promise,

Tonight, he’d write. He’d remember. He’d hold on.

He pushed open the door, stepping into the noise and heat and the start of summer, alone, but not empty, not yet.

* * *

The world inside was smaller, noisier, and older. The thick, lived-in air smelled faintly of last night’s dinner, meatloaf and onions, overcooked broccoli, and something else, sour and unplaceable. He shut the door quietly behind him, hoping to slide inside unnoticed, but there was no such luck.

He barely had time to toe off his sneakers before the sounds of his family pressed in, the TV blaring from the living room, someone on “Wheel of Fortune” yelling out a wrong letter, the distant crash of pans in the kitchen, the thud of feet upstairs, and a child’s voice shrieking somewhere down the hall.

Jamie moved quietly, keeping his head down and his backpack hugged close. If he could reach the stairs before anyone
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