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  For everyone who has ever looked in the mirror and wondered, Am I enough? For those who have loved in the open, in secret, or somewhere in between. For every friend who stood by, for every sister who drew a line in the sand, and for those still searching for their own reflection in the world. May you always find yourself surrounded by those who see you, hold you, and cheer you on as you become.

And for Cinnamon, for every wild plan and every quiet moment.

Thank you for reminding me that some sto
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  Content Warning



Finding Jennifer contains depictions and discussions of the following themes, presented in a character-driven, non-sensational manner:

This book includes transphobia, homophobia, and harassment directed at an LGBTQ+ teen, including slurs, rumor campaigns, social exclusion, and intimidation within a school setting. There are scenes involving bullying and group aggression, including one instance of physical assault. These moments are portrayed as harmful and unjust, with lasting emotional impact, and are not framed as acceptable or normalized.

The story includes family conflict, including strained parent-child relationships, boundary violations, and references to past emotional abuse by a parent. Legal and court-related stress is present, including testimony by a minor, custody disputes, and anxiety related to judicial authority.

Mental health themes appear throughout, including anxiety, emotional exhaustion, anger, fear, and mandated counseling. These are depicted thoughtfully, without glamorization, and with an emphasis on agency, support, and recovery.

Romantic and emotional intimacy between teenagers is present, including kissing and physically affectionate moments. These scenes are age-appropriate, consensual, and non-explicit, but emotionally intense.

There are references to medical transition and hormone treatment in a factual, non-graphic way, as part of the protagonist’s established life and care.

Despite these themes, Finding Jennifer is fundamentally a story of resilience, solidarity, queer joy, and chosen family. Harm is never endorsed, and the narrative consistently centers on safety, affirmation, and growth.







  Introduction



Some stories begin with longing, with a question pressed into the pages of a diary, or whispered across a quiet morning: What if I could be truly seen? The journey so far has been one of learning to name that longing, to fight for it, and, little by little, to make room for joy.

But what comes after the leap, after the first “yes” to your own heart? Finding Jennifer is about that after: the season of living out loud, daring to risk friendship, love, and honesty even when the world hesitates. This is the year Jennifer must learn that being herself is not a finish line, but an invitation, an opening door. There will be old wounds, new beginnings, laughter at midnight, mistakes made and mended, and a family’s love that, even when imperfect, refuses to let go.

This book is for anyone who has ever stood at the edge of becoming and wondered if it was safe to step forward. For everyone who has held someone’s hand, literally or in memory, and felt a little braver for it. Here’s to finding ourselves, again and again, and to the dazzling, complicated, wondrous work of helping others do the same.

Welcome back to Kansas City, to the porch swing, to the hallways, and the hearts that make up Jennifer’s world. The next part of the story is waiting.

Let’s begin.








  
  
  Chapter 1: First Bell, Second Chances

  
  




[image: Image]

The first golden light seeped through the curtains, painting the walls of Jennifer’s room in gentle stripes, soft as the hush before a song. She stirred beneath her quilt, eyes still closed, savoring the hush that wrapped the house. The world outside was waking, lawn sprinklers ticking in someone’s yard, the neighbor’s old Buick rumbling to life, the distant echo of a school bus somewhere in the maze of Parkview Avenue. Here in her bed, Jennifer could let herself believe the day was waiting, not rushing, for her to catch up.

She turned on her side, blinking up at the ceiling. Somewhere in the hall, Betsy was humming a tune she’d invented, each note carrying the wild, hopeful joy of a girl too young for self-consciousness. Jennifer smiled, the sound steadying her. There was no dread pooling in her stomach, no sense that she was about to be caught out for dreaming too loudly. Today, she was exactly where she belonged.

She stretched her arms above her head, feeling the gentle ache in her muscles from swimming the weekend before. Her body was her own now, not something borrowed or hidden, and even the simple act of reaching toward the sunlit ceiling made her grin. She let herself linger in that feeling, just a little, before swinging her legs over the edge of the bed and reaching for her diary.

The cover was soft, faded lilac with the corners bent from months of being carried in backpacks and tucked beneath pillows. She opened to a fresh page, uncapped her favorite blue pen, and let the words come. Not anxious, not desperate, just a quiet celebration of the way sunlight turned her sheets gold and the way Betsy’s singing crept under the door.

Monday, August 21st, 1995

Dear Diary,

Sophomore year begins with the same sky, the same cracked driveway, and the same alarm clock that has never gone off at the right time. But something feels different, like the world is waiting for me to step outside and prove I’m not afraid to take up space. Michelle still tapes notes to my mirror. I’ve already read it three times, just in case it disappears if I blink. “You’ve got this, little sis!” I believe her. I think. Or maybe I’m just better at pretending. Cinnamon says the first day is all about how you walk out the door. She also says our matching hairbands are a secret spell against bad luck. I’m choosing to believe both. Wish me luck, and if you can’t, wish me good hair.

Jennifer doodled a quick flower in the margin, a lazy swirl that grew petals as her thoughts wandered. She paused to read over her own words, making a small, satisfied hum when she realized there wasn’t a single line about dreading the halls or hiding from her own reflection. She closed the diary, hugging it to her chest for a moment, then set it aside on the nightstand.

She slid out of bed, toes curling into the soft throw rug Michelle had picked out before leaving for KU. The air smelled faintly of last night’s rain, sweet and sharp. She padded to the mirror and caught her own sleepy-eyed grin, the same one Michelle had teased out of her since she was little. There, taped at a crooked angle above the rim, was Michelle’s handwriting in blue Sharpie:

You’ve got this, little sis! Love you more than morning coffee.

Michelle

Jennifer touched the note, pressing it flat with her fingertips. Some mornings she imagined it glowed, as if Michelle had left behind a sliver of her own courage, tucked right beside the stack of scrunchies and bobby pins.

She took her time brushing out her hair, wavy and brown, stubbornly refusing to behave no matter how carefully she coaxed it. Today’s battle ended in a high ponytail, wisps escaping around her face in an artful mess. She chose a pastel hairband, mint green, the twin to the one Cinnamon had picked out for her last week at the mall, with the solemn promise that matching accessories would make them “unstoppable, or at least unfazed by algebra.” Jennifer’s laughter echoed in the bathroom, a spell to ward off nerves.

She picked out her outfit with care, holding each shirt up to the mirror and weighing which one said, “confident sophomore,” and which one said, “accidentally wore pajamas.” A soft pink fitted tee, a pair of jean shorts with wildflower patches stitched on the pocket, and white sneakers still clean enough to squeak on the kitchen tile. On her wrist, Betsy’s rainbow friendship bracelet, the colors bright and uneven from a seven-year-old’s determination.

With her outfit assembled, Jennifer sat cross-legged on her bed and pulled her canvas backpack onto her lap. She checked the contents one last time: three new spiral notebooks, a pencil pouch stuffed with colored pens, her Polaroid camera (a birthday gift from Michelle), and the shoebox of tokens that never left her side, hairband, scarf, notes, wildflowers pressed flat as secrets.

Down the hall, Betsy’s song grew louder. Jennifer’s heart thudded, but it was a joyful sound, a rhythm that made her want to dance. She grabbed her diary and slipped it into the backpack, zipping it with the care of someone sealing a promise.

She made her way to the kitchen, the bright morning spilling through the windows. Debra stood at the counter, buttering toast with the intensity of a general preparing for battle. The radio played an old pop song, one Jennifer half-remembered from last summer, the melody skipping over static.

“Morning, honey,” Debra said, looking up with a smile. “First day. You ready?”

Jennifer nodded, biting back the urge to say, “As I’ll ever be.” Instead, she took the plate of toast and perched on the edge of her chair, the kitchen table scattered with Betsy’s crayons, Michael’s baseball cards, and a single, lonely Post-it with the words “Don’t forget gym shoes!” scribbled in Debra’s handwriting.

Betsy bounded into the room, her hair wild, her feet bare, eyes bright with mischief. She flung herself at Jennifer, squeezing her in a hug so fierce it made Jennifer’s heart squeeze back.

“Be brave, you’re my favorite sister,” Betsy said, serious as a judge. She pressed a tiny, crumpled drawing into Jennifer’s hand. It was a stick-figure version of Jennifer, triumphant atop a pile of books, a glittery crown glued crookedly above her head.

Jennifer laughed, clutching the picture to her chest. “I’m always brave when I have my own royal artist on my side.”

Betsy grinned, snagging a triangle of toast and disappearing into the living room, leaving a trail of crayon stubs and the faint scent of strawberry jelly.

Jennifer finished breakfast with the slow delight of someone who knew how quickly the quiet could end. She rinsed her plate, tucked the drawing into her backpack for luck, and slipped her sneakers on by the back door.

Outside, the sun had climbed higher, burning the dew from the grass, sharpening the edges of the world until everything felt possible. Jennifer paused on the porch, the steps warm under her feet, and breathed in the scent of late-summer roses. The street was busy now, neighbors hurrying toward their own first days, car doors slamming, voices weaving together in a low morning chorus.

At the curb, Cinnamon waited, leaning against the mailbox, sunglasses perched on her head, her backpack dangling from one arm. Her hair was pulled up in a ponytail to match Jennifer’s, the mint green hairband a beacon of solidarity. She spotted Jennifer and grinned, lifting her chin in greeting.

“Look who’s ready to conquer sophomore year,” Cinnamon called. “And look who remembered the matching hairbands. We’re a menace to society now, you know.”

Jennifer jogged down the walk, her backpack thumping against her side. “Only if society counts algebra teachers and hall monitors.”

Cinnamon pretended to think this over, then extended her hand with a theatrical flourish. “Come on, Jennifer. The halls await. And if anyone tries to ruin our day, we’ll hit them with the power of synchronized accessories and sheer optimism.”

Jennifer took Cinnamon’s hand, letting her squeeze it tight. For a moment, the rest of the world fell away. There was only the rush of sunlight, the shared promise in their clasped fingers, and the knowledge that, no matter what waited at Washington High, neither of them would face it alone.

They set off down Parkview Avenue, sneakers scuffing on the cracked sidewalk, their steps falling into an easy rhythm. The walk to school had always felt longer when Jennifer was younger, the houses looming, the yards vast and unknowable. Now, with Cinnamon at her side, the blocks seemed to shrink, each mailbox and porch swing a familiar landmark in their private geography.

They talked in whispers at first, savoring the quiet before the noise of lockers and announcements and first-period teachers. Cinnamon shared a running commentary on the neighbors, Mrs. Klein had planted new marigolds, Mr. Jensen’s dog had finally stopped howling at the mail carrier, and the mysterious blue sedan parked outside number 6333. Jennifer added her own observations, each one met with Cinnamon’s approving nod.

As they crossed the last intersection before the school, Cinnamon bumped her shoulder against Jennifer’s. “Okay, Jennifer. Private hopes before the crowd. What’s your wish for today?”

Jennifer thought for a moment, then smiled. “No lost homework, no falling in the halls, and maybe, just maybe, someone notices the wildflower patch on my backpack.”

Cinnamon grinned. “Ambitious. I hope to make it through first period without spilling something down my shirt. And maybe, if the universe is feeling generous, we both get seats by the window.”

The building loomed ahead, brick and glass shining in the sun, the front steps crowded with students buzzing like a hive. Jennifer felt a ripple of nerves, but Cinnamon squeezed her hand once more.

“Whatever happens, we’ve got each other,” Cinnamon whispered. “Everything else is just extra credit.”

Jennifer nodded, the warmth in her chest steadying her. They stepped onto the school grounds, two girls with matching hairbands, secrets tucked in their pockets, and the unshakable certainty that, together, they could make even the first day feel like coming home.

Jennifer paused just before the doors, casting one last glance at the sky, the street, the world that had carried her here. She whispered a silent thank you to Michelle’s note, to Betsy’s art, to every morning that had led to this one.

Then, shoulder to shoulder, Jennifer and Cinnamon walked into sophomore year, the first bell still waiting to ring, the second chances already blooming in the August sun.

* * *

The first bell rang with the optimism of fresh pencils and new beginnings, sending a ripple through the crowded entrance hall. Jennifer joined the press of students, Cinnamon’s hand brushing hers as they let the current sweep them down the main corridor toward homeroom. The school walls, washed pale blue and lined with construction-paper announcements, seemed to pulse with voices and footsteps, the air scented with floor wax and a hundred different brands of deodorant.

Mrs. Mathis’s classroom glowed with morning sun. The windows, streaked by the last rain, offered a blurry view of the flagpole and the edge of the athletic field where grass gleamed with dew. Jennifer paused just inside the doorway, savoring the sight: rows of desks in tight formation, the board already scrubbed clean, Mrs. Mathis at her desk flipping through a neat stack of file folders. There was comfort in her presence, hair tucked behind her ears, cardigan sleeves rolled up, a silver watch ticking at her wrist.

Cinnamon nudged Jennifer with her elbow. “Moment of truth. Wonder if anyone got taller or just came back with better sneakers.”

Jennifer grinned, glancing at the scuffed linoleum. “I hope nobody got my desk from last year. My lucky one’s still got the doodle I carved by the leg.”

They slipped past the cluster at the door, scanning the rows for familiar faces. Andrea sat halfway back, waving her arms as if hailing a rescue ship. She was sunburned from swimming at the pool over the summer, her cheeks glowing, hair clipped up in a messy twist that looked like it was fighting for freedom.

“Jennifer!” Andrea called, as if they had not seen each other at the pool just last week. “Saved you both a seat. Hurry before someone tragic sits here.”

Cheryl was already in the next seat, her bag parked carefully beneath the desk, hands folded over a spiral notebook. She wore a sunflower-print blouse that made her look like she’d stepped out of a storybook, quiet and radiant, her eyes following every motion in the room as if collecting secrets for later.

Jennifer slid into the chair beside Andrea, Cinnamon plopping down at her other side. “We made it,” Cinnamon whispered, a grin twitching at the corners of her mouth. She immediately opened her planner, pen in hand, and began doodling in the margin, a pair of stick figures, wild hair, and matching headbands, a little caption that read “The Chaos Squad, year two.”

The rest of the homeroom filled in. Last year’s crowd reassembled itself with the relief of a puzzle snapping into place. Max and Eli are in the back row, already bickering over the basketball schedule. Brianna and Lauren are whispering about the new student teacher. A pair of unfamiliar faces, one tall and angular, one with glasses so thick Jennifer wondered if she could see into the future, hovered near the door, looking lost.

Mrs. Mathis clapped her hands, summoning everyone’s attention with the gentlest authority Jennifer had ever known. “Good morning, Washington Wildcats. Welcome back.”

The room quieted, the hum replaced by that particular silence that only comes before something official. Mrs. Mathis smiled, eyes bright above her wire-framed glasses. “I know some of you spent your summer growing three inches taller. Some of you, I think, only grew more attached to your Nintendo. But you’re here, and I am delighted to see so many familiar faces, and a few new ones we get to claim as our own.”

Cinnamon’s pen danced. Andrea was practically vibrating with energy, eyes darting between Mrs. Mathis and the notes she had already begun to scrawl: “1st Day Hot Goss: rumor is we’re getting a new vending machine.”

Cheryl wrote nothing, watched, serene and steady. Jennifer envied her quiet, an anchor in any storm.

“Let’s take attendance and then get you your schedules.” Mrs. Mathis called each name, her voice even and warm. Each response came with a wave, a smirk, or a shy “here.” Jennifer felt her own name ring out with a little more strength than last year. This time, she answered, “Here,” not “present,” not just “Jamie,” and did not stumble over the syllables.

As Mrs. Mathis finished her roll call, she set aside her clipboard and pulled a stack of freshly printed schedules from the corner of her desk. “Pass these back, please. Hold onto them, no swapping unless you talk to me first.”

The scent of warm paper and toner drifted through the row as Cinnamon handed Jennifer her copy, flashing a victory sign with her fingers. Jennifer’s hands tingled as she scanned the top line, tracing each familiar subject: English II, Algebra II, U.S. History, Biology, Gym, Concert Choir, Drama, and Study Hall.

“Thank God,” Andrea whispered from across the aisle, “If they had stuck me in Wood Shop again, I was going to fake mono.”

Cinnamon grinned, leaning over to nudge Jennifer’s shoulder. “I hope you’re ready to help Andrea with her Algebra homework, which is really just a code word for writing secret notes to Desiree.”

Jennifer laughed. “Only if you promise not to draw hearts in my notebook again.”

The group compared their classes, swapping predictions for who would make the first mad dash to the vending machines at break. Cinnamon started sketching doodles in her new planner, the sweet smell of cherry-scented pen ink mixing with the powdery chalk at the front of the room.

The low buzz of conversation was broken when a small, nervous-looking freshman aide stepped through the open door, her backpack half-zipped behind her. She paused beside Mrs. Mathis’s desk, clutching a pink message slip. “Um, excuse me? I have a note for Jennifer Grace.”

Mrs. Mathis nodded and reached for the slip, her gold bracelet jingling. She glanced at the paper and then walked it over to Jennifer’s desk, her face careful and unreadable. “Jennifer, you’re wanted in the office after seventh period. Just hand this to the attendance secretary before you go.”

The whole row seemed to freeze, just for a moment. Jennifer stared at the note, the letters marching in official blue ink. There was nothing else, no reason, no hint of trouble, just the instruction. She felt her cheeks warm, aware of eyes on her, even if it was just the imagination playing cruel tricks.

Cinnamon squeezed Jennifer’s knee beneath the desk, a secret code. “Probably just want to tell you you’re too awesome for regular classes,” she whispered, a crooked smile tugging at her mouth.

Andrea tried to look serious, but her eyes sparkled with mischief. “If it’s about the vending machine, I claim diplomatic immunity. And if you disappear, I will stage a one-woman protest. So that you know.”

Jennifer tried to match their levity, folding the note and slipping it into her backpack. “If you see a replacement Jennifer tomorrow, ask her about the secret handshake.”

Cheryl rested her hand on Jennifer’s for just a moment, a small, silent offering of calm. Jennifer felt her shoulders drop, the tightness in her chest easing just a little. “I’m fine,” she mouthed, not sure if she was convincing anyone, least of all herself.

The PA system crackled, jolting everyone. The voice of Principal Ramsey, sonorous and cheerful, filled the room. “Good morning, Wildcats, and welcome to the start of another fantastic year at Washington High. We have new electives this fall. Check the lists outside the cafeteria for open spots in Art Club, Drama Club, and Yearbook. Friday will be our first pep rally, so wear your blue and gold and show your Wildcat pride.”

He paused, then continued. “A reminder to all students: counseling and student support resources are available to everyone. Don’t hesitate to reach out to Dr. Thomas or Ms. Alvarez if you need someone to talk to. We want every Wildcat to feel at home here.”

Andrea snorted softly. “Too late, I already feel at home. But if Dr. Thomas has snacks, I’ll reach out.”

The announcements rolled on: reminders about bus routes, free breakfast in the cafeteria for the first week, and new club signups after school. When Principal Ramsey finally signed off, a buzz of conversation rose. Schedules were compared, clubs debated, and the names of new teachers were tossed back and forth like trading cards.

Mrs. Mathis moved around the room, answering questions, smoothing anxieties with a grace that made Jennifer want to believe in grown-ups. She paused by Jennifer’s desk, her voice pitched for privacy. “If you need anything, let me know. The first day can be a lot, even for the bravest among us.”

Jennifer nodded, grateful for the kindness, even as her mind spun. She glanced at Cinnamon, who gave her a quick thumbs-up, her planner now boasting a caricature of Mrs. Mathis wielding a sword labeled “Organization +2.”

The bell was minutes away, the tide of voices swelling as students gathered their bags and checked schedules for the next stop. Jennifer traced the note in her backpack with one hand, the schedules with the other. The day felt like a maze already, but she could see the thread: Cinnamon’s jokes, Andrea’s wild ideas, Cheryl’s quiet, grounding presence.

She caught Cinnamon’s eye, the two of them exchanging a look, nervous, excited, and just a little defiant. They did not need to say anything. The promise was already there: Whatever waited outside this classroom, they would face it with their heads held high, hairbands bright, and friendship fierce enough to burn away the morning fog.

When the bell finally rang, it sounded more like an invitation than a warning. Jennifer gathered her things, slung her backpack over one shoulder, and followed her friends out into the hallway, her heart racing, her resolve gathering like light on the first day of a new year.

* * *

The first shuffle of feet after homeroom was always the most chaotic. The halls pulsed with voices and sneakers, lockers slamming, backpacks swinging like pendulums in the current. Jennifer navigated the press with Cinnamon close behind, Andrea at her elbow, all three bobbing and weaving to avoid collisions with upperclassmen who moved in tight, laughing clusters.

English II with Mr. Crane was in Room 112, a space Jennifer remembered from last year’s substitute days, where the windows fogged with every spring rain and the desks bore a constellation of carved initials. Cinnamon led the way, spinning her new planner on one finger, then catching it when it wobbled dangerously. “Race you to the back row,” she challenged, darting ahead as Andrea groaned, “Don’t make me run this early, I have on platform sandals.”

Jennifer let herself smile, following their lead, the three of them slipping into seats near the far window where the light was soft and just a little golden. The scent of chalk dust and Lemon Pledge drifted through the room as Mr. Crane wrote his name in big block letters on the board and, Welcome to English II!, the exclamation point underlined twice, as if he could will enthusiasm into the bones of the day.

Desiree arrived next, sliding into the seat beside Andrea with her ever-present canvas bag, her smile small but genuine. Her spiral notebook was already out, pencil poised, as if the test might begin before introductions had even finished.

The bell rang just as Steve barreled through the doorway, his shirt half-untucked, a red practice drumstick poking out of his backpack. “Sorry, sorry!” he called, one hand raised in surrender, “Mr. Dawson locked me in the band room with nothing but cymbals and a broken clarinet. I barely made it out alive.”

This earned him a few snickers, including a chorus from Christy Vance’s group, four girls clustered near the front, hair sprayed within an inch of its life, their giggles sharp as the snap of bubblegum. Christy shot Jennifer and Cinnamon a glance as they slid together into the same two seats they’d claimed in freshman English, then whispered something behind her palm, her friends dissolving into high-pitched laughter.

Jennifer tried to ignore them, focusing on the feel of the desk beneath her fingertips, the smooth glide of Cinnamon’s pen as she sketched a cartoon Mr. Crane at the corner of her planner page. Cinnamon leaned close, whispering, “If Mr. Crane reads another poem about autumn leaves, I’ll need a blanket and a nap.”

Steve dropped into the empty seat behind Andrea, swinging his bag down with a dramatic sigh. “Somebody save me if the reading list has more Dickens. Last year, I tried to read Great Expectations and fell asleep before Pip met the convict.”

Andrea raised an eyebrow, her expression pure mischief. “You’re in the band now, Steve? Don’t tell us you play the triangle.”

Steve rolled his eyes, but grinned. “Drums, thank you very much. I’ll have you know the triangle is reserved for only the most talented musicians.”

Desiree chimed in, her tone gentle. “My brother says the triangle is how all the cool kids start. That and the recorder.”

“Ha! See?” Steve crowed, drumming softly on his desk with his pencil. “I’m basically a trendsetter.”

Mr. Crane clapped his hands once, the sound sharp but cheerful. “Good morning, everyone. Welcome to English II. No triangles required, I promise. Just bring your brain, a notebook, and your best attempt at legible handwriting.” He scanned the rows, his eyes lingering just long enough to let everyone know he was memorizing names.

Jennifer felt herself relax. The rhythm of the room was already familiar, the morning sunlight cutting through dust motes, the old metal fans humming in the corner, Steve’s antics keeping boredom at bay. This was what she’d missed all summer, the low-grade electricity of friends who knew her too well, the comfort of routine, even as everything else threatened to change.

As Mr. Crane launched into his “no stupid questions” speech and handed out a syllabus still warm from the copy machine, Jennifer leaned her head against Cinnamon’s shoulder for just a second. “It’s going to be a good year,” she whispered, and for the moment, she believed it.

* * *

Algebra was just one flight up and across the hall, and Mrs. Mathis’s reputation for punctuality meant nobody dawdled at their locker. The room already hummed with the sound of calculator buttons and the shuffle of index cards, a handful of students flipping through dog-eared math notes as if they could summon equations by willpower alone.

Jennifer settled into her desk near the center, Cinnamon claiming the seat at her left, Andrea dropping into place with her backpack bursting at the seams, and Cheryl gliding in with her color-coded folders arranged by pastel tabs. Desiree sat on Jennifer’s right, already reviewing her summer worksheet, her expression the careful blank of someone used to being asked for answers.

Mrs. Mathis perched on the edge of her desk, crisp blouse tucked into a long floral skirt, her glasses balanced on her nose as she handed out a one-page “Welcome to Algebra II” sheet. “This year, we are all in this together. I want to see alliances, not mutinies, so find your study partners now.”

Cinnamon raised her hand immediately. “Can we form a homework alliance?”

Mrs. Mathis grinned. “As long as the answers are honest and you show your work.”

Andrea kicked off the negotiation. “I volunteer Jennifer to check my algebra homework and Desiree to save me when I forget the quadratic formula.”

Jennifer snorted. “Only if Cheryl lets me borrow her highlighters. Her notes are a work of art.”

Cheryl, cheeks coloring, slid a set of sticky tabs across the aisle, the gesture small but generous. “I have extras. I label by chapter and by test date.”

Desiree flashed a quiet smile, her pencil already flying across the review sheet, numbers neat as calligraphy. “I can help with formulas if someone helps me keep the homework calendar straight.”

Mrs. Mathis handed out the first set of problems, the room filling with the soft scratch of pencils and the occasional whispered question. The alliance took shape instantly: Jennifer double-checked Andrea’s answers, Cinnamon cracked jokes about math puns (“Never trust an atom, they make up everything”), Cheryl kept a running list of chapter topics, and Desiree’s brilliance glimmered in the way she made complicated equations look like gentle suggestions instead of iron laws.

They were a team, and Jennifer felt it keenly, the relief of not having to struggle alone, the satisfaction of offering help, the joy of learning side by side with the people who filled her world with laughter and a thousand quiet kindnesses.

* * *

U.S. History with Mr. Copeland was a short walk away, the classroom tucked behind the library where the sun slanted in through half-closed blinds and the air always smelled faintly of chalk and old paperbacks. Steve caught up with them in the hall, still boasting about his escape from the band room, while Desiree cradled her history binder to her chest, eyes sparkling.

Inside, the desks were arranged in pairs. Jennifer found a seat near the window, Cinnamon beside her, Cheryl just behind with her neat stack of notes, and Desiree lingering near the end until Steve waved her over. “Hey, you want to share a desk? I promise not to spill anything on your homework. I only do that in Algebra.”

Desiree hesitated, then nodded, her smile cautious but real. “Deal. But if you get ink on my notebook, you owe me a soda from the cafeteria.”

Steve beamed, drumming his fingers on the desktop. “Best bargain I’ll make all year.”

Mr. Copeland, tall and lanky, with a salt-and-pepper mustache and a tie featuring a pattern of tiny U.S. flags, strode to the front of the room. He stacked his lesson plan on the podium, then surveyed the class with the air of a referee ready for kickoff. “Participation counts for a third of your grade. If you’re as quiet as church mice, I’ll start calling on you at random.”

He glanced down at his seating chart, then back up with a sly smile. “Let’s start the year off right. Who wants to lead us in the Pledge of Allegiance?”

Cinnamon’s hand shot up before Jennifer could react. “Jennifer does!”

Jennifer shot her a look of mock betrayal, but there was no backing out now. Mr. Copeland gestured grandly. “The floor is yours, Ms. Grace.”

Jennifer stood, smoothing her shirt, and faced the flag in the corner of the room. Her voice was steady, carrying just loud enough for the room to settle. “I pledge allegiance to the flag…” The familiar words rolled out, her friends joining in, the rest of the class mumbling along, some eyes on the clock, some on the faded banner above the blackboard.

When she finished, Mr. Copeland nodded. “Excellent start. That’s the spirit I want this year. Participation, teamwork, and no sleeping in the back row.” He winked at Steve, who looked entirely too comfortable already.

As the class settled into a discussion of “What makes history matter?” Jennifer felt her nerves give way to a bright, steady confidence. Here, with her friends, the new year did not feel like a gauntlet but a wide field waiting to be explored. Cinnamon scribbled doodles in the margin of her notes, this time, a tiny Jennifer waving a flag, the words “Bravery points: 10/10” looping underneath.

Steve whispered something to Desiree that made her laugh, the awkwardness between them easing, a small promise that even unexpected desk partners could become something more. Cheryl, as always, wrote everything down, her handwriting looping like music, her careful eyes missing nothing.

Jennifer breathed deep, taking in the scent of pencil shavings and hope. Around her, the familiar faces of old friends and new alliances shimmered in the gentle chaos of a school year just beginning. If the future was uncertain, it was also open. She felt herself ready, in a way she’d never quite felt before, for whatever came next.

* * *

By midmorning, the first blush of excitement had mellowed into routine. Biology, just before lunch, brought a reshuffle: Jennifer, Andrea, Desiree, and Steve lined up at the lab tables while Cinnamon waved from the hallway, heading for Art class, and Cheryl juggled her French I textbook, already practicing the rolled “r” in “bonjour” as she disappeared down the foreign language corridor.

Mr. Ortiz, young and earnest, tapped the blackboard with a ruler. “This year we’re not just memorizing facts,” he announced, “we’re asking why. If you want a shortcut, you won’t find it here.” There were models of cell structures on every counter, a faint scent of formaldehyde rising from the closed jars on the back shelf. Andrea propped her chin on her hand, sighing dramatically. “At least in English, the worst thing you can do is mix up your metaphors.”

Jennifer found herself paired with Steve and Desiree for the first unit, cell biology. Steve promptly poked a model nucleus with his pencil, whispering, “So what happens if I set this spinning? Is that extra credit?” Desiree, ever the scientist, ignored him and organized their worksheet packets by due date, her notes already in tidy blue ink.

Andrea leaned over her table, stage-whispering, “Maybe this year Steve can learn that mitochondria are the powerhouse of the cell, not the name of a new band.”

Steve grinned, flicking the cap of his pen at her. “You’re just jealous because Band has better t-shirts.”

The bell for lunch rescued them, Mr. Ortiz’s voice following, “Read chapter One for tomorrow, no excuses, not even from the musicians.”

* * *

The cafeteria buzzed with the collision of hundreds of voices, trays rattling, the smell of French fries mixing with apples, and the inevitable scent of bleach. Jennifer scanned the crowd for “their” table, fourth from the milk cooler, in easy view of the windows but far enough from the teacher’s lounge that conversation could get a little rowdy.

Cinnamon was already there, sketchbook open, spinning her Walkman headphones around her finger, her half-eaten apple beside a folded napkin scrawled with song lyrics. Cheryl arrived seconds later, tucking her French notes into a zippered pouch, while Andrea and Desiree dropped their lunch trays with a triumphant clatter.

Steve joined last, carrying a tray loaded with pizza, chocolate milk, and an unidentifiable glob of mashed potatoes. He held his drumsticks like batons, saluting as he sat. “The band has entered the building.”

Cinnamon wasted no time. “So, Band, huh? Should we start requesting songs for the Winter Concert now, or assume you’ll play ‘Jingle Bells’ on the triangle?”

Steve clutched his heart, feigning injury. “You wound me. For your information, I’ll have you know Mr. Dawson wants me on snare for every pep rally from now till graduation.”

Andrea grinned, unwrapping a Little Debbie snack cake. “Just promise us if you get a solo, you’ll at least learn to read the music this year.”

Cheryl giggled, shaking her head. “If you play ‘Hot Cross Buns’ in front of the whole school, I’ll give you my entire allowance.”

Jennifer sipped her milk, warmth blooming in her chest. “I just want to see you march in formation. Bonus points if you can twirl.”

Steve rolled his eyes, but his smile was genuine. “Don’t tempt me. I’ll bring the whole band section to this table at lunch. Then you’ll be begging for mercy.”

They swapped stories between bites, Cinnamon’s art teacher already threatening to ban glitter, Andrea’s tale of accidentally dropping her schedule in the locker room shower, and Desiree’s triumph at snagging the last copy of the Biology textbook that didn’t smell like mildew. Jennifer’s own contribution was a tale about Mr. Ortiz’s “no shortcuts” speech, which earned a round of groans and commiserating laughter.

For a moment, Jennifer let herself drift in the familiarity of it all, the jokes, the secret glances, the way Cinnamon’s foot tapped in rhythm to the music only she could hear.

* * *

After lunch, gym class arrived like a test Jennifer never wanted to take. The locker room was chaos, lockers slamming, the echo of shrill laughter bouncing off tiled walls. Jennifer kept her head down, hugging her gym bag close, while Cinnamon hovered nearby, quietly keeping watch.

Christy Vance and her friends, clustered by the mirrors, whispered and tossed their hair, eyes flickering over Jennifer and Cinnamon as they changed. Their voices drifted just loud enough to catch snatches: “Did you see?” “I heard, ” “That’s her.” It didn’t take much to know they were the subject. Jennifer’s cheeks burned as she pulled her t-shirt over her head, wishing for invisibility.

Cheryl, ever gentle, stood between Jennifer and the other girls, acting as a kind of buffer. She didn’t say much, but the line of her back, the deliberate way she handed Jennifer her extra hair tie, spoke volumes. Cinnamon, undeterred, dug through her bag for her favorite scrunchie, bright purple and loud as her laugh. “Just wait until dodgeball,” she whispered to Jennifer, “I’m unstoppable. I have the scars to prove it.”

Steve, changing on the boys’ side, shouted through the half-open door, “Jennifer! Bet you five bucks I can take out the whole class in under five minutes.” Someone else yelled, “You wish, Tadlock!” and a chorus of laughter followed.

The gym itself was a swirl of bodies and voices, the scent of floor polish sharp in the air. Coach Wilson divided them by last name and called roll, clipboard in hand. “Alright, Wildcats, let’s start the year off with laps, yes, everyone, no skipping. If you’re standing, you’re running.”

As they circled the gym, Jennifer matched pace with Cinnamon and Cheryl, Steve jogging backwards a few steps to make faces and trip over his own feet. Cinnamon kept up a running commentary, breathless but determined: “Left, right, left, right, if I survive, I want a trophy.” Cheryl, less talkative but steady, counted out steps, her lips moving in silent rhythm.

The tension of the locker room began to loosen with each lap, and by the time Coach Wilson called them to stretch, Jennifer felt only the sweet ache in her calves and the not-so-secret delight of being part of something, even when her heart beat a little too fast for comfort.

* * *

Concert Choir was next, and Jennifer entered the music room with a flutter of nerves and pride. No more girls-only treble choir, this was the real thing. Rows of metal risers, the scent of wood polish and brass, upperclassmen sprawled in the back and eyeing the newcomers with a mix of curiosity and indifference.

Andrea bounded in, tossing her bag into the corner, her eyes already sparkling. “We made it, Jennifer! Upperclassmen status, almost. You ready to sing something besides holiday carols?”

Cheryl, quiet as ever, slipped in beside Jennifer, arranging her music folder with precision, her posture perfect. “I hope Mr. Williams picks something from Phantom of the Opera,” she whispered.

The room filled quickly, sopranos and altos on the left, tenors and basses across the aisle. There was drama in the air, two seniors bickering about who deserved the solo, a pair of baritones trading inside jokes about the spring musical. Jennifer found her spot between Andrea and Cheryl, feeling the space at her right where Cinnamon would have stood if only art and choir fit on the same schedule.

Mr. Williams swept into the room, trailing a cloud of chalk dust and authority, his arms full of sheet music. He beamed at the assembled group. “Welcome to Concert Choir. This year, we’re raising the bar. Four concerts, two competitions, and, if you make it through rehearsals without giving me gray hair, a shot at state finals.”

A groan rose from the back row, but Mr. Williams ignored it. “Today, we start with the basics. Attendance, folders, voice checks. By Friday, I want everyone to be able to sight-read at least two of the new pieces.” He began distributing music, classic, ambitious, nothing easy in sight.

Jennifer opened her folder, heart pounding, and scanned the lineup. There it was: the solo from “Bridge Over Troubled Water,” a favorite since she was little, nestled right between the group numbers. For a second, she let herself feel the glow of possibility, the pride in having leveled up, even if the faces around her were mostly unfamiliar.

She missed Cinnamon’s easy confidence at her side, the way they used to share a look before every high note, their own silent pep talk, but she felt a little taller all the same, anchored by Andrea’s bright encouragement and Cheryl’s steady presence.

When rehearsal began, the harmonies filled the room, a wild river of sound, and Jennifer let herself drift on the music, letting go of everything but the notes and the promise of something big to come.

* * *

The last class of the day was Drama class, tucked into the auditorium’s side classroom, where the walls were hung with faded playbills, and the air always smelled faintly of paint and dust. Mr. Haney, his voice as sharp as always, welcomed them with a brisk clap. “You’re not freshmen anymore. This year, we get serious about improvisation and scene study. That means trust, risk, and no hiding in the back row.”

Jennifer found her seat beside Cinnamon, whose grin radiated a confidence Jennifer could only hope to borrow. Desiree slid into the next desk, already jotting down the day’s warm-up game, while Cheryl picked at the edge of her script, nervous but eager.

Mr. Haney wasted no time. “Up! We’re starting with improv games. No scripts, no second-guessing. First, everyone forms a circle. On my cue, you’ll pass an imaginary object, mime it, don’t name it. The next person guesses and turns it into something new. Let’s see who can keep a straight face.”

Jennifer’s heart thrummed in her chest as the invisible baton was passed. Cinnamon turned it into a top hat, bowing deeply; Cheryl mimed planting a flower; Desiree juggled imaginary apples with surprising flair. When it came to Jennifer, she hesitated, then turned her “object” into a paintbrush and painted an invisible mural on the classroom wall.

Cinnamon caught her eye, winked, and then pretended to frame Jennifer’s art for a gallery. The group giggled, tension easing. Mr. Haney grinned. “That’s the spirit, Jennifer! Let yourself be surprised. Theater’s about showing the world what you’re brave enough to imagine.”

By the end of class, Jennifer’s nerves had faded to a hum. Her cheeks ached from laughter, her shoulders loose for the first time all day. The comfort of her friends, the challenge of a new role, and Cinnamon’s infectious courage wove together, turning the last hour into something close to joy.

* * *

The bell rang, ending class, but it was not the day’s end. There was still one more stop: for most, that meant the shuffle toward Study Hall, but for Jennifer, it was different. She lingered as her friends flowed into the current, Cinnamon glancing back, Andrea waving her onward, and Cheryl and Steve swept up in the crowd. The note in Jennifer’s folder, the one from homeroom, summoning her to the office after seventh period, suddenly felt heavier than all her books combined.

She let the tide of students pull her along only until the hallway forked. Her friends veered left, toward Study Hall and sunlight, their voices growing distant. Jennifer tightened her grip on her backpack and turned right, her steps echoing in the quieter corridor that led toward the main office.

With every step, the noise of the school day faded. Trophy cases shimmered in the late light. Somewhere far off, a burst of laughter rose and fell, as if it belonged to another world. Jennifer reached the front office and paused, steadying her breath, her heart thudding with the uneasy sense that something was about to change.

She squared her shoulders, slipped through the door, and disappeared from the afternoon hum, alone, but moving forward, toward whatever waited in Dr. Thomas’s office.

* * *

Jennifer tightened her grip on her backpack strap and stepped into the quieter corridor leading toward the front office. Behind her, the sounds of the school day continued without her. Laughter echoed. Lockers slammed. Someone called out a name that was not hers. The hallway ahead felt narrower, the light flatter, as if the building itself knew she was no longer moving with the rest of the current.

Her shoes squeaked faintly with each step. She focused on the pattern of tiles beneath her feet, the pale blue squares broken up by darker scuffs left behind by years of restless students. The folded note from homeroom was still tucked in her folder, but she did not need to look at it. She knew exactly where she was going. That knowledge sat heavy in her chest, a weight she could not shrug off.

The front office door stood open. Inside, the air was cooler, the hum of fluorescent lights constant and low. The secretary looked up from her desk, her expression already prepared. She smiled, the polite kind that never asked questions.

“You can head back, Jennifer. Dr. Thomas is expecting you.”

Jennifer nodded and walked past the desk, down the short carpeted hallway lined with framed certificates and faded photographs of graduating classes. The carpet muffled her footsteps. The quiet pressed in around her, unfamiliar and unsettling after the noise of the halls.

Dr. Thomas’s door was open. He looked up from his desk as she approached, his expression calm and attentive, as if she were right on time for something ordinary.

“Hi, Jennifer,” he said gently. “Come on in.”

She stepped inside and closed the door behind her. The office was small but warm, the walls painted a muted beige that made the room feel older than the rest of the school. A bookshelf lined one wall, its shelves crowded with paperbacks and binders. A small plant sat near the window, its leaves curling toward the light. The faint smell of coffee lingered in the air.

Jennifer sat in the chair across from his desk, setting her backpack at her feet. She folded her hands in her lap to keep them from shaking. Dr. Thomas did not rush to speak. He gave her space, watching her with a patience that made the silence feel intentional rather than awkward.

Finally, he reached into a drawer and removed a thick envelope. He placed it on the desk between them, turning it so the school board’s letterhead faced her.

“I want to start by saying this is not something you asked for,” he said. “And I know that makes this uncomfortable.”

Jennifer stared at the envelope. Her throat felt tight. “Makes what uncomfortable. I don’t know what’s going on,” she said. Her voice sounded smaller than she wanted it to.

“I know,” he replied. “That is something I wish had been handled better.”

He slid the envelope closer. “This letter explains everything.”

She hesitated before opening it, then broke the seal and unfolded the paper inside. The language was formal, impersonal, the words typed in neat, unforgiving lines.

As part of our ongoing commitment to student support, you will be meeting with Dr. Thomas for individual counseling during 8th period this semester. This is a confidential and supportive space. If you have questions, contact your principal or the board.

Jennifer read it once, then again, as if repetition might soften its meaning. The word counseling stood out, stark and undeniable.

She lowered the paper. “So I am not in Study Hall anymore.”

“That is correct,” Dr. Thomas said. “Your eighth period will be here.”

“Everyone else gets Study Hall,” she said quietly. “They get to sit together.”

He nodded. “I know that feels isolating.”

“It feels like I did something wrong,” she said. “Like I am being watched.”

Dr. Thomas leaned back slightly in his chair, careful not to crowd her. “This is not disciplinary. There is no mark on your record. The board sometimes makes these decisions when a student has had a difficult year. It is meant as support, not scrutiny.”

Jennifer laughed once, sharp and humorless. “It does not feel supportive.”

“That makes sense,” he said. “You were not given a choice. Losing choice is hard.”

She stared at the edge of his desk, at the small scratch near the corner that looked like someone had worried it with a fingernail over time. “Do I have to talk?”

“No,” he said immediately. “You do not have to talk at all. You can sit here and read. You can do homework. You can write. You can exist quietly. This is your time.”

She swallowed. “And what do you do?”

“I am here,” he said. “If you want me to be.”

Jennifer nodded, but her chest still felt tight. The letter lay folded in her hands, creased now, marked by the pressure of her fingers.

“I want to go,” she said.

“That is fine,” he replied. “Tomorrow, you can come back, or we can talk more then. There is no deadline on understanding this.”

She stood quickly, slinging her backpack over her shoulder. Dr. Thomas did not try to stop her. As she reached the door, he spoke once more.

“Jennifer. I know this feels like being singled out. I want you to know my role is not to judge or interrogate. We will go at your pace.”

She nodded without turning around and stepped into the hallway, closing the door behind her.

* * *

Outside, the afternoon light was bright and unfiltered, the sky wide and blue above the school parking lot. Students clustered near buses and cars, voices loud and overlapping, the day already slipping into something lighter for them.

Cinnamon stood near the curb, her backpack slung over one shoulder, her posture alert. The moment she spotted Jennifer, she straightened.

Jennifer did not say anything as she approached. She did not trust her voice yet. Cinnamon did not push. She fell into step beside her as they started down the sidewalk.

They walked in silence for half a block. The hum of traffic filled the space between them. At the corner, Cinnamon stopped.

“You want to tell me,” she said, not a question.

Jennifer exhaled. “They changed my schedule. I have counseling eighth period. All semester.”

Cinnamon frowned. “Without asking you.”

Jennifer nodded.

“That is messed up,” Cinnamon said flatly.

Jennifer felt something in her chest loosen at the certainty in Cinnamon’s voice. “He says it is support. He says I do not have to talk.”

“And how do you feel?”

Jennifer hesitated. “Like I am marked.”

Cinnamon reached out, took Jennifer’s hand, and squeezed it. “You are not marked. You are surviving.”

Then, without another word, Cinnamon leaned in and kissed her. It was quick and warm and reckless, the kind of kiss that left no room for doubt. Jennifer’s breath caught. For a moment, the weight of the letter and the office and the word counseling fell away.

Cinnamon pulled back, smiling. “Dangerously sweet,” she said.

Jennifer laughed softly despite herself. “You are impossible.”

“Correct,” Cinnamon said. “And you are still you.”

They walked the rest of the way home together, their hands brushing, the street familiar and safe beneath their feet.

* * *

At home, the house smelled like onions and tomatoes. Debra sat at the kitchen table, sorting through a stack of mail. Her movements were methodical, but her eyes looked tired.

Jennifer dropped her backpack by the door. “Hey.”

Debra looked up and smiled. “Hey, sweetheart. How was school?”

Jennifer shrugged. “Long.”

Debra nodded, her attention flicking back to the mail. A thick certified envelope lay near the top of the pile. Jim Grant’s name was printed clearly on the front.

Jennifer noticed Debra’s fingers tense slightly as she moved it aside.

“We will talk after dinner,” Debra said, not quite meeting Jennifer’s eyes.

Jennifer nodded and went to her room.

* * *

She closed the door behind her and leaned against it for a moment, breathing in the familiar scent of her space. Posters on the wall. Her desk by the window. The place where she could still tell the truth, at least on paper.

She pulled out her diary and opened it to a fresh page.

Monday, August 21st, 1995

Dear Diary,

I always knew I was different, but now it is in black and white on my schedule. Counseling. Like a scarlet letter, but for surviving. Cinnamon says it is just one more room to conquer. Maybe she is right. I wish someone had told me first.

Dr. Thomas says I do not have to talk. He says it is my space. I want to believe that. Right now, it feels like a label I did not choose, like everyone else gets to be normal, and I get assigned a room.

Cinnamon kissed me at the corner and called it dangerously sweet. I think she meant that loving her is dangerous, and that being myself is dangerous, and that maybe that is not such a bad thing after all.

Mom has a letter from Dad on the table. Certified. She has not opened it yet. I do not know what is inside, but I know it will change something.

I am tired. I am scared. I am still here.

Maybe that counts for something.

Jennifer
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Jennifer finished writing in her diary. Dusk outside her window painted the street in a watery gold, shadows stretching down Parkview Avenue, cicadas rising for their evening chorus. She could hear Betsy’s voice, high and bright, echoing off the hallway walls as she put the finishing touches on a cardboard crown. Downstairs, the kitchen phone rang, a single shrill peal that bounced through the old house like the start of a storm.

She closed her diary, pressing her palm against the cooling paper, and listened. The usual kitchen noises, Debra’s humming, the scrape of a fork against a pan, had stilled. Even the air felt different, a hush threaded with something brittle. Jennifer sat up straighter, the tip of her pen hovering over the last word. She thought about ignoring it, letting her mother’s problems stay her mother’s for a little longer, but something in the silence pricked her skin.

Then came the voice, soft but urgent. “Jennifer? Can you come down here, please?”

No middle name, no snapping, no threat. Just that soft, wobbling tone. The one that meant something real had arrived.

She slid off her bed, bare feet on cool linoleum, and made her way down the shadowed stairs. The house felt different at twilight, all the bright promises of morning faded to muted blues and pinks, the light leaking away in strips through the kitchen window. Betsy was sprawled on her stomach in the living room, a mess of crayons scattered around her, humming to herself. In the kitchen, Debra stood over the table, one hand braced on the back of a chair, the other curled tight around a mug that steamed in the heavy air.

And there it was: the letter. Jennifer recognized it at once. Thick envelope, green-inked return address, her father’s lawyer’s handwriting precise as a slap. It lay half-folded atop a stack of coupons, as if it might decide to leave on its own if ignored long enough. Jennifer felt her chest tighten, a sharp little catch beneath her ribs. She met her mother’s eyes, but Debra’s smile didn’t quite reach her face.

Debra took a breath. “Let’s wait for Michelle.”

Jennifer blinked. “She’s at school. It’s after seven.”

“She’s waiting for us to call. She said to put her on speaker.” Debra nodded at the cordless, her hands not quite steady. “Family meeting.”

Jennifer slid into a chair, arms folded on the table, as her mother dialed the dorm room at KU. Static, then the familiar ring, Michelle’s voice bright but tired: “Hey! What’s up?”

Debra’s tone softened, threadbare but holding. “You’re on speaker, honey. I… well, we… need to talk about something that came in the mail today.”

The silence on the other end was immediate, the sound of Michelle shifting, closing a book, probably tucking her knees to her chest the way she did when things got serious. “Dad?”

Jennifer scowled at the envelope, as if she could will the words inside to vanish. “What does he want this time?” she muttered.

Debra ignored the sarcasm, sitting down across from her, the kitchen lights yellow and too bright. “He’s petitioning for unsupervised visitation,” she said, voice calm, but only in the way rocks are calm, unyielding, cold. “For all of you. His lawyer says he’s requesting every other weekend, starting next month.”

The words landed like hailstones, loud even in the small space. For a moment, no one moved.

Jennifer’s jaw tightened. “Unsupervised?” The word felt dangerous, a bridge she’d never let him cross. “He can’t just decide that. I’m not going. I don’t care what some lawyer or judge says.”

Michelle’s breath crackled through the phone, the long pause full of dorm noise, music, and a girl laughing far away. “Mom, you’re not actually considering…?”

Debra shook her head. “Of course not. But the court has set a hearing. We have to respond. I wanted to talk to both of you before I call Mrs. Jensen in the morning.”

Jennifer squeezed her knees together, wishing she were small enough to vanish into her chair. “He doesn’t even know me; he never has. He barely came to the supervised visits. Now he wants what, sleepovers? Movie nights? Like he’s some Disney dad?” Her voice broke, sarcasm sharp as vinegar.

“He just wants to look good,” Michelle said, voice lowering. “He wants a checkbox. ‘I did my duty. See? I tried.’” She made a disgusted noise. “God, it’s always about him.”

Debra reached across the table, laying her hand on Jennifer’s. Her palm was warm and dry, the comfort of a thousand tired mornings packed into the gesture. “Jen, you get to say what you want. No one can make you go if you refuse. Not really. But I need to know, are you sure?”

Jennifer stared at her fingers. “I’m sure. I don’t want him in my life. I don’t want him in Betsy’s or Michael’s, either. I wish he’d disappear.” Her voice was thick now, a storm cloud building.

Michelle’s tone softened. “It’s okay to be angry, Jen. It’s okay to be scared. You don’t have to protect anybody else’s feelings right now.”

Jennifer let out a shaky laugh. “You want honesty? I wish he’d get struck by lightning. I wish the judge would laugh him out of the courtroom. I wish…” She choked off, pressing her lips tight.

Betsy poked her head in from the living room, her face sticky with the remains of a cherry popsicle. “Is Dad coming over?” she asked, eyes wide, uncertain.

Debra’s face crumpled for a moment, but she rallied, her tone gentle. “No, sweetheart. We’re just talking about some boring lawyer stuff. Why don’t you finish your drawing? We’ll call you for dessert.”

Betsy retreated, only half satisfied. Jennifer waited for the click of the TV before letting out a long, ragged breath.

“Sorry,” she muttered. “Didn’t mean to freak her out.”

“You didn’t,” Debra said. “This isn’t your fault. This is on him. All of it.”

Michelle’s voice came through, brittle and urgent. “Jen, if you want me to come home for the hearing, I will. Say the word. I’ll drive in Friday, stay as long as you need.”

Jennifer shook her head. “No. Don’t miss classes for this. I don’t need you to be the big hero.” She hesitated, then said, “I just… I need you both to believe me when I say I’m not going.”

“I do,” Debra said, not missing a beat. “And I’ll tell the lawyers, the judge, everyone. You get to decide your boundaries.”

“But the court might not listen,” Michelle said, her tone softer. “Sometimes they… sometimes they only care about what looks fair. Not what’s right.”

Jennifer’s anger flared again, this time bright and cold. “So what? I have to show up and play happy family, so Dad can brag at the VFW about being a real parent?”

“No,” Debra said, her jaw tight. “We’ll fight. I’ll talk to Dr. Thomas at school, too. If you want to write a letter, you can. If you want to talk to the judge, I’ll be right there with you. You won’t do any of this alone.”

Jennifer swallowed, her throat raw. “I’m so tired, Mom. I’m tired of being a problem that has to be solved. Why can’t he just let us be?”

Debra squeezed her hand, eyes shining with tears she didn’t bother to hide. “Because some people don’t know how to love without hurting. But that’s not your burden. That’s his.”

The silence that followed was thick, tangled with all the things they couldn’t say in front of Betsy or the boys or the polite world outside. Michelle’s breath came through in waves, steadying herself and her sister both.

“I know it’s scary,” Michelle said at last. “But you’re braver than you think, Jen. You always have been. And if you need to yell, scream, write, or break something, do it. Don’t let him take up space in your head.”

Jennifer snorted. “Maybe I’ll write the judge a letter. ‘Dear Honorable Whoever, please stop making me see my father. He sucks. Sincerely, Jennifer.”

Michelle actually laughed, the sound like rain after heat. “I think that would make you a legend. Go for it.”

Debra smiled through her tears, brushing a lock of hair from Jennifer’s forehead. “We’ll talk to Ms. Jensen, and Dr. Thomas, and anyone who’ll listen. If you want, you can write down exactly what you want to say. Or I can do it for you.”

“I’ll do it,” Jennifer said, voice steadier now. “If I don’t, it’ll just… keep happening.”

They sat there a long time, three women connected by distance and blood and the ache of loving a man who wouldn’t let go. Betsy’s TV show rose and fell in the background. Outside, the crickets kept time. Debra finally got up and poured Jennifer a glass of lemonade, her hands no longer shaking.

“Whatever happens, you’re not alone,” Debra said, setting the glass down gently. “I promise.”

Jennifer took a sip, cold and tart, letting the promise settle deep inside. She watched her mother, her sister’s name glowing from the phone, and felt the anger inside her slowly cool to something sharper, resolve, maybe, or just the knowledge that whatever came next, she would not be silent.

When Debra called Betsy in for dessert, Jennifer slipped away, letter still on the table, its weight unchanged. She would write her own reply, in her own words, before the week was out. And when the time came to speak, she would not whisper.

* * *

The next day at school started as any other, the second day of the new year, bright and sticky, sun splashing through the windows and falling in checkered squares across the linoleum. Jennifer entered with her head up, her wildflower-patched backpack slung over one shoulder, Cinnamon at her side, hairband still matching, both of them clinging to the small solidarity of their private world. But there was something taut in the air, a new current threading the familiar chaos. It hummed beneath the locker clatter and echo of sneakers, in the hush that fell as Jennifer passed clusters of girls pressed close by the drinking fountain.

Cinnamon noticed it first, the sideways glances and too-sweet greetings from Christy Vance’s crew as they passed outside Mrs. Mathis’s room. Christy herself stood at the center of her orbit, blonde ponytail swinging, binder clutched to her chest like a trophy. Her friends, all in some variation of pastel, whispered behind carefully cupped hands, lips curling with the sharpness of gossip too fresh to be subtle.

Jennifer shot Cinnamon a wary look, but Cinnamon only squeezed her arm, voice a murmur in her ear. “They’re like pigeons at a wedding. Ignore them, and they’ll peck somewhere else.”

They reached their lockers, and Andrea swooped in, eyes glinting. “You see Christy’s latest fashion statement?” She nodded toward the water fountain, where Christy’s minions had stuck a Post-it in bubblegum pink. On it, in looping pen, someone had scrawled, “Some people don’t belong in girls’ spaces.”

Cheryl stood beside them, frowning as she tucked a notebook into her bag. “Did they really have to use the good gel pen for that?”

Cinnamon peeled the note off, balled it tight, and tossed it into the nearest trash can without a word. She gave Christy a pointed look, daring her to say something. Christy only turned, whispering to a friend, the two of them bursting into brittle laughter.

Jennifer flushed but kept her mouth shut, the words crawling up her throat like a rash. It wasn’t the first time she’d felt a room shift around her, but it never got easier. Still, there was comfort in the way her friends closed ranks, a little tighter than usual. Andrea thumped her shoulder, her tone light but edged. “Let me catch them with markers again, and they’ll find ‘Andrea rules, Christy drools’ on every locker in the west hall.”

They moved through first period, English II with Mr. Crane, slogging through To Kill a Mockingbird, the metaphor not lost on Jennifer as the class droned about “otherness” and “respect.” Steve slipped in late, hair mussed, an old Star Wars T-shirt half-tucked, and shot Jennifer a quick, apologetic smile as he slid into the row behind her.

The real trouble bloomed in Algebra, where Christy and her crew made a point of passing a folded note down the row. Jennifer tried to focus on quadratic equations, but the crinkle of paper and the stifled giggles in the back of the room pulled her attention. The note arrived at her elbow, passed by Lauren Greene with a careful glance to the front, and Jennifer felt every eye burn into her back.

She opened it under the desk, heart thumping. The message was simple, written in bubble letters, hearts dotting every “i”:

Girls’ rooms are for girls. Some secrets can’t be hidden forever.

She blinked hard
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