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  For every girl who wondered if happiness was only meant for someone else. For those who survived the waiting, the wishing, and the ache of almost, but still chose hope. For every friend, sibling, and parent who decided that love means seeing someone exactly as they are, and celebrating every step.

And for Cinnamon, who taught me that “becoming” never really ends, but sometimes, finally, you get to be still.
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  Introduction



There are stories about becoming, about the courage to say who you are, even when it feels impossible. But this book is about something just as rare: what happens after what it means to live in the middle of your own life, to wake up every morning and claim the world with both hands, no longer hiding, no longer wishing for another name.

Still, Jennifer begins in a place I could only dream of, a place where the waiting is over, where I am seen, safe, and loved, and where summer opens wide with possibility. This story is not about surviving, but about celebrating: the first swim in a new body, the joy of being called by the correct name, the deep magic of ordinary days with people who genuinely know you.

If you’ve ever wondered what comes next, when the hard part is over, I hope you find your own answers here. I hope you see proof that healing is possible, that joy can be an everyday thing, and that “still” is not an ending, but a beginning all its own.

If you’re reading this and you’re not “there” yet, please remember that you are worthy of every good thing. Joy is not something you have to earn. And your story, just as it is, matters.

With all my heart,

Jennifer
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The backyard glowed with the last gold light of June, sun sliding low behind the neighbor’s elms, painting the world in soft edges. On the worn porch swing, Jennifer tucked her bare feet under herself, the faded green cushion warm against her skin. The celebration had ended an hour ago, but laughter and the faint scent of grilled chicken and lemonade still hung in the evening air. All day, people had drifted in and out, neighbors waving, friends carrying bowls of potato salad, Betsy chasing fireflies with sticky hands, Michelle snapping pictures on her new Polaroid with a photographer’s patience and a big sister’s pride.

Now, with the sky turning lavender, Jennifer balanced her journal on her knees, its lined pages catching the last of the light. Cinnamon sat close beside her, their shoulders pressed together in a way that felt as natural as breathing. Every once in a while, Cinnamon’s arm brushed hers, sending little flares of happiness through Jennifer’s chest, tiny reminders that she was here, she was seen, she was real.

Betsy, in her rainbow shorts and untied sneakers, had already run back inside, trailing dandelion fluff and wild laughter. On the patio, Debra and Michelle gathered plates, talking in low voices about summer plans, Michelle’s next semester, and the new neighbors. Through the open window, the hum of Scott’s radio drifted out, some summer song half-lost under the sound of a distant lawn mower.

Jennifer paused, pen hovering over the paper, and took a breath. She could still feel the lingering warmth of hugs and congratulations from friends, Andrea with her glittery hair clip, Cheryl’s quiet smile, Steve’s ridiculous, flapping handshake, and the steady, quiet pride in her mother’s eyes. It felt, impossibly, like an absolute beginning. Not just the end of freshman year, not just the closing of a hard chapter, but the start of something bright and new.

She closed her eyes and listened to the world, birds settling into the hedges, the faint tick of the neighbor’s wind chimes, Cinnamon’s gentle breath beside her. She could feel the weight of the pen in her hand, the smooth wood cool against her skin, the slight tremble of anticipation in her chest. Everything was different this summer. For the first time, she wasn’t waiting for permission to exist. She wasn’t hoping someone would call her by her real name or see her for who she was. She was Jennifer, and the world had finally, blessedly, caught up.

She wrote, careful and slow, pressing each letter into the page,

June 3, 1995

I want to remember this exact moment forever. Dusk, porch swing, the air sweet with grass and lemonade, Cinnamon beside me, Polaroid photos scattered in my lap, a blue sky just beginning to fade. Everyone I love is here or close by. The year is over. The waiting is over. This summer is mine.

She underlined the words, heart thumping. This summer is mine. It sounded both impossible and straightforward, as if she’d whispered a spell that could keep all the bad things away, if only she believed hard enough.

Cinnamon leaned over, reading the words without asking. “That’s perfect,” she whispered, bumping her knee softly against Jennifer’s. “I think you’re magic when you write like that.”

Jennifer felt her cheeks flush, heat rising to her ears. “You’re the magic one,” she said quietly, her voice steady. “You’re the one who made it safe for me to have this.”

Cinnamon reached for her hand, their fingers tangling. “We made it safe for each other,” she said. “The beginning of the school year? How scared were you? How I didn’t even know how to say half the things I wanted to say?”

Jennifer squeezed her hand, blinking fast against the tears prickling at the corners of her eyes. “I remember. I don’t ever want to forget.” She looked out at the backyard, the shadows deepening, the grass cool and silver. “I want to remember everything.”

Michelle’s voice broke the hush, cheerful and bright. “Okay, girls, smile!” She stood at the edge of the porch, Polaroid camera raised, her hair pulled back in a loose ponytail, mouth curved in a lopsided grin. “Scoot closer, Betsy, come on! Family photo for the shoebox.”

Betsy bounded up the steps, still clutching a tiny bouquet of wildflowers. She wedged herself between Jennifer and Cinnamon, giggling as Cinnamon made a silly face behind Jennifer’s shoulder. The swing creaked as all three settled, Cinnamon’s arm looping easily around Betsy’s back, Jennifer’s hand clutching her journal tight.

“On three!” Michelle called, winding the camera with a click. “One, two…”

Betsy leaned in and pressed a daisy behind Jennifer’s ear.

“Three!”

The flash popped, leaving afterimages in the growing dusk. Betsy whooped, bouncing off the swing and running back down the steps, wildflowers scattering in her wake.

Michelle handed the Polaroid to Jennifer as it developed, the colors slow to emerge in the evening cool. The picture took shape: Cinnamon with her head tilted close, Betsy grinning wide, Jennifer in the center, hair tumbling over her shoulder, eyes bright with something that looked like hope.

Jennifer traced the edge of the photo, her thumb leaving a smudge. “This one’s for the shoebox,” she said, holding it up for Cinnamon to see. “The first of the summer.”

Cinnamon smiled, eyes soft. “We’ll fill it with good things this year. No more hiding. Just proof.”

Debra’s voice floated up from the patio, gentle but commanding, “All right, everyone, lemonade refills before the bugs get us! Come toast with your old mom before the summer escapes!”

Jennifer closed her journal, tucking it beside her on the swing, and stood. Cinnamon followed, brushing off her shorts. Together, they crossed the porch and stepped down into the golden backyard, the grass cool and ticklish under Jennifer’s toes.

The table was scattered with empty plates, a pitcher of lemonade beading with condensation, slices of watermelon growing soggy in the heat. Scott and Michael had already disappeared, chasing each other down the block with Andrea in tow. Cheryl helped Debra gather the last of the cups, her soft voice threading through the laughter and conversation. Steve lingered at the fence, tossing a baseball in his hand, his voice a low rumble as he joked with Michelle.

Debra raised her glass, her eyes shining in the twilight. “To new beginnings,” she said, her voice catching just a little. “To every hard thing we made it through, to every small joy, and to the family we build, here, now, together.” She looked at Jennifer, then at each of the kids in turn. “This is a summer for growing. For loving each other the way we are. For celebrating every bit of who we’ve become.”

Michelle clinked her glass against Debra’s, then against Jennifer’s. “To Jennifer,” she said, grinning. “Our star. And to Cinnamon, who is practically family anyway.”

Betsy piped up, raising her cup of lemonade high. “To sisters! And Cinnamon! And Jennifer’s summer!”

Laughter bubbled up around the table, a gentle tide that seemed to sweep away the last of the year’s old hurts. Jennifer felt a warmth settle over her, deeper than the fading sunlight, steadier than the hush that followed.

They drank, lemonade sweet and cold, the clink of ice a small celebration. Jennifer closed her eyes for a moment and let herself be held by it, the safety, the belonging, the bright certainty that she was home, not just in a place but in herself.

Afterward, the crowd slowly broke apart, Andrea waving goodbye from the driveway, Steve promising to bring his “famous” potato salad next week, and Cheryl hugging Jennifer so tight she nearly spilled her drink. Scott and Michael whooped and ran inside, chased by the promise of dessert. Betsy clung to Jennifer’s waist, eyes drooping with the first weight of summer sleepiness.

Michelle caught Jennifer’s gaze as she gathered the Polaroids, sliding the new photo gently into the shoebox that lived on Jennifer’s dresser. “We’ll need more film,” she said quietly, her smile secret. “This is going to be a big summer. I can feel it.”

Jennifer nodded, heart still pounding, the words from her journal echoing in her head. This summer is mine.

As dusk deepened and the yard emptied, Jennifer found her way back to the porch swing, Cinnamon in tow, Betsy curled up beside them, already half asleep. Fireflies winked along the edge of the fence, their light soft as a lullaby. The porch creaked as Jennifer shifted, her journal heavy and solid in her lap, the Polaroid tucked safe between the pages.

Cinnamon rested her head on Jennifer’s shoulder, hair smelling faintly of coconut shampoo and cut grass. “What are you going to write next?” she murmured, voice blurred by the softness of the night.

Jennifer smiled, pen poised above the page.

“I think I’ll write about this,” she said. “About being here. About having you. About being still, and knowing I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be.”

Cinnamon pressed a kiss to her temple, quick and gentle, more promise than question. “You always know what to say.”

Jennifer shook her head, laughter caught in her throat. “Only when you’re here.”

The night wrapped around them, warm and close, the world falling away to just the sound of crickets, the slow swing of the porch, the steady beat of Jennifer’s heart.

She wrote, the words slow and sure,

Tonight, I am Jennifer. I am loved. This summer is mine. And I am ready for every moment of it.

When she finished, she closed the journal and held it tight, watching the last glow of the sun slip behind the fence. On the table, the Polaroid cooled, the memory already pressed safe in the shoebox, proof that she was real, evidence that she was home.

And as the stars blinked on, one by one, Jennifer knew she would remember this night forever, not as the end of anything, but as the beginning of everything she had ever hoped to find.

* * *

By late morning the next day, the air was already shimmering with heat, the kind that made Kansas City lawns smell like cut grass and the pavement buzz beneath bare feet. Jennifer stood in front of her bedroom mirror, holding the new swimsuit up by the straps, her heart knocking fast against her ribs. She had chosen it herself at the mall with Michelle and Cinnamon, soft blue, a little floral pattern around the waist, nothing too fancy but cut just right, hugging her hips and skimming over her stomach. Not a hint of the old boy’s trunks she’d hidden behind last summer. This was a suit meant for her, and for no one else.

She turned side to side, pressing a hand to her chest, then letting it drop. The changes were fundamental: soft curves, smooth skin, the way the light caught on her collarbones, making her feel like every magazine girl she’d ever secretly envied. Still, the nerves tangled tight in her stomach. She traced a finger along the edge of the neckline, thinking of how many summers she had spent hiding behind towels and excuses, always waiting for the moment when someone would look too long or say the wrong thing.

A gentle knock came at the door. “You ready, superstar?” Michelle’s voice was bright and knowing. “Cinnamon’s already downstairs, and Betsy is about to explode if we don’t go soon.”

Jennifer smiled, nerves melting a little. “Be right there!” She tucked a towel under her arm, stuffed her sunscreen and a paperback into her tote, and took one last look at herself. The girl in the mirror looked hesitant, but proud, as if each small act of preparation was another step toward something she couldn’t lose. She ran her fingers through her hair, grabbed her sandals, and padded downstairs.

The house buzzed with the low chaos of a summer outing, Betsy spinning in the hallway, wildflowers tangled in her hair, chanting “Pool, pool, pool!” like a spell; Debra pressing water bottles and snacks into hands, her eyes bright with a pride that was still new but steady. Scott and Michael lingered at the back door, too old to join in but not immensely grown enough to hide their envy.

Outside, Cinnamon waited by the car, sunglasses perched on her head and a neon pink towel slung over one shoulder. She grinned when she saw Jennifer, bouncing on her toes. “Nice suit, Grace. You look amazing.”

Jennifer flushed, heart skipping, but managed a quiet, “Thanks. You too.” Cinnamon’s swimsuit was purple, streaked with little gold stars. She looked confident, radiant, already at home in the sun.

Michelle whistled low. “My little sister, ready for her first real swim. I think the world should watch out.”

Debra herded everyone into the car, humming along with the radio as they drove the short distance to the city pool. Jennifer kept her bag clutched tight in her lap, watching the streets roll by, the old bakery with the faded sign, the corner store where she and Cinnamon bought slushies last August, the bus stop that always looked lonely after dinner. The whole neighborhood felt different now, as if the newness in her own body made the entire world shimmer with possibility.

The pool was already busy, kids shrieking in the shallow end, parents chatting in clusters under bright umbrellas, the faint scent of chlorine mixing with suntan lotion and laughter. Andrea and Cheryl were waiting at the entrance, Andrea in a green swimsuit with little lemons printed all over, Cheryl wrapped in a white sarong, shy and smiling.

“Hey, you made it!” Andrea called, waving them over. “Steve’s already in the water, trying to teach himself how to do a backflip. So far, he’s only managed to land on his face.”

Cheryl giggled, her hands folded around a bottle of sunblock. “He said he’s going to start a synchronized swimming team. I told him he should start by learning how not to sink.”

Cinnamon looped her arm through Jennifer’s and led her toward the changing rooms, Betsy close behind, clutching her wildflower bouquet. Inside, Jennifer moved slowly, careful as she peeled off her shorts and T-shirt, folding everything neatly into her bag. The swimsuit felt snug but gentle, the fabric cool against her skin, the pattern like a little shield. Cinnamon changed quickly, chattering about the new mixtape she had made for the group, side A full of pop songs, side B for slow ballads.

When they stepped out into the sun again, the heat was nearly blinding. Jennifer’s sandals slapped against the concrete as she made her way to their chosen patch of grass, towel spread beside Cinnamon’s, the others already sprawling under the dappled shade of a maple. Betsy plopped down at the edge, starting immediately to weave her wildflowers into a crown, her tongue poking out in concentration.

Steve popped up from the water, sputtering, hair plastered to his forehead. “There she is! Pool’s officially open for business now.” He waved an exaggerated salute, then ducked under again, emerging only to call, “If you’re nervous, don’t worry, just copy my technique. Belly flops are all the rage this year.”

Andrea snorted, tossing her beach ball at him. “Don’t listen to Steve. He thinks he invented swimming. Last week, he almost drowned in the kiddie pool.”

Jennifer laughed, shaking her head, her nerves loosening. Cinnamon squeezed her hand, voice gentle. “You want to go in together?”

She nodded, eyes flicking from the water to Cinnamon’s steady gaze. “Yeah. But, um… if I look ridiculous, promise you’ll save me?”

Cinnamon grinned. “You look beautiful. And besides, we’re in this together.” She led the way to the pool’s edge, pausing to let Jennifer dip her toes into the cool water. It was sharp at first, a shiver running up her legs, but the shock faded quickly, replaced by a gentle thrill.

Together, they slipped in, Cinnamon first, then Jennifer, arms circling the metal rail, the world tilting as she lowered herself in. The water was cold, biting, but she felt buoyant, almost weightless. For a moment, she hesitated, hugging the edge, eyes scanning the busy pool, afraid that everyone was watching.

But nobody stared. The world continued, kids shrieking, parents talking, Andrea and Cheryl laughing as they splashed each other, Steve launching himself into an awkward cannonball. Cinnamon was already waist-deep, grinning at her, hands outstretched.

“Come on, Jen. Race you to the rope!”

Jennifer let go of the edge, heart in her throat, and waded out to meet her. The water curled around her hips, calm and forgiving, the sound of her own laughter rising without warning. Cinnamon splashed her, light and teasing, and Jennifer squealed, ducking under for a moment, letting the bubbles rise around her ears. When she surfaced, the sunlight glimmered on the surface, blinding and beautiful.

Desiree arrived not long after, wading into the water with her braids tied back in a colorful scarf, her swimsuit a deep red that looked regal in the sun. She spotted Jennifer and waved, making her way over with an easy, graceful stroke.

“You look amazing, Jen,” Desiree said, her voice low and full of warmth. “Seriously. You belong here. Like, you actually look happy.”

Jennifer blinked, cheeks warming. “Thank you. I…” For a moment, she couldn’t find the words. “I really am. I didn’t think I would be, but I am.”

Steve popped up between them, sending a spray of water in every direction. “I don’t want to alarm anyone, but I think we have a mermaid situation here,” he announced, glancing at Jennifer with exaggerated seriousness. “Or maybe a dolphin. Either way, you’re swimming better than I am. Which is not fair, by the way.”

Jennifer giggled, the old shyness falling away like a towel. “I just have a good teacher,” she shot back, nodding toward Cinnamon, who stuck her tongue out and did a quick handstand in the shallow end.

Andrea drifted over, beach ball in hand. “Okay, official vote, who thinks Jen wins best swimsuit? I mean, it’s not even a contest.” She tossed the ball gently at Jennifer, who caught it with both hands, grinning so wide her cheeks hurt.

Cheryl swam beside them, her voice soft but certain. “I think we should make it a tradition. First swim of summer, everyone has to wear something new. It’s, like, a celebration of who we are now.”

Cinnamon nodded, flicking water from her fingers. “I love that. Every summer, a new suit, a new memory. And a new mixtape, obviously.”

They played for what felt like hours, tossing the ball, diving for plastic rings, racing from one end to the other, pausing only when Betsy called them over to admire her wildflower crown, lopsided and full of color. Jennifer clambered out of the pool, water running down her arms and legs, and sat beside Betsy on the grass.

“Close your eyes!” Betsy demanded, her voice stern but playful. Jennifer obeyed, feeling the soft tickle of flower stems against her hair. When she opened her eyes, Betsy’s handiwork sat crooked on her head, petals brushing her forehead, the crown heavy and sweet.

“There,” Betsy announced, beaming. “Now you’re the Queen of Summer. You have to make a wish.”

Jennifer hesitated, then shut her eyes again, the crown pressing softly into her scalp. She thought about everything, how different her body felt now, how the sun warmed her skin, how her friends cheered and laughed nearby, how Cinnamon looked at her as if nothing was impossible. She always wished to remember this feeling: whole, brave, seen.

She opened her eyes and found Cinnamon kneeling beside her, droplets clinging to her arms, a soft smile playing at her lips.

“What’d you wish for?” Cinnamon whispered.

Jennifer shook her head. “If I tell, it won’t come true. But I think you know anyway.”

Cinnamon pressed a kiss to her shoulder, quick and secret. “Yeah. I know.”

They sprawled out together on the grass, letting the sun dry the water from their skin. Andrea played music from a battered cassette player, the sounds of TLC and Mariah Carey warbling through the air. Cheryl painted little hearts on everyone’s arms with sunblock, Steve tried (and failed) to balance the beach ball on his nose, and Betsy made crowns for anyone who would sit still long enough.

Jennifer closed her eyes, letting the sound of laughter and music wash over her. The ache in her chest was gone, replaced by something sweet and steady. She felt
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