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  For every kid who ever looked in the mirror and saw someone the world refused to recognize. For those who waited, in silence or in hope, for the courage to speak their own truth out loud. And for the friends, the family, and the unexpected allies who open their hearts and listen, you help make the world a little kinder, a little brighter, and a little more real.

This story is for you.
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  Content Warning



This novel contains scenes depicting self-harm, suicidal ideation, and mental health struggles, including moments that may be distressing to some readers. Reader discretion is advised. If you or someone you know is struggling, please reach out to a trusted individual or mental health professional. You are not alone.







  Introduction



Some stories begin with certainty, with heroes who already know who they are and what they’re meant to do. But this is not that story.

This is a story about doubt and discovery, about the long and sometimes lonely journey between who the world expects you to be and who you really are. It’s about the quiet courage it takes to tell the truth, not just to others, but to yourself.

When I started writing Jennifer’s journey, I thought I was telling a story about a single summer, a bridge between childhood and the person waiting on the other side. But it became something more. A story about transformation, about friendship and family, and about the fierce, fragile hope that lives in all of us who have ever longed to be seen. This book is not a roadmap, nor a prescription, nor a promise that every struggle ends in easy acceptance. But it is, I hope, a reminder that you are not alone. That your story matters. That the world is richer, fuller, and more beautiful when each of us gets to be ourselves.

To everyone walking this path, wherever you are in your journey, I hope you find a piece of yourself in these pages.

And if you do, I hope you’ll remember, you are worthy of love, precisely as you are.

With love and solidarity,

Jennifer M. Bloom
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Jamie let the whisper of her name linger in the air, then pressed her palm flat against the locker, feeling the cold ripple through her skin. She could hear the noise growing in the corridor, voices swelling with the uncertain excitement of a new year. Freshmen huddled near their lockers, seniors lounged at the corners with an air of bored authority, and everywhere there were backpacks slung over shoulders, neon scrunchies, faded band tees, and the endless shuffling of sneakers on linoleum. The whole building seemed to buzz with expectation, every sound echoing a reminder that this was it, the start of something bigger and more real than middle school had ever been.

She took a breath and released it slowly, counting backward from ten, just like the counselor at camp had taught her. She could do this. She had to do this. If she stood here too long, someone would notice, or worse, someone might say something. So she picked up her backpack and slipped the small spiral notebook, her diary, into the front pocket, then tucked her locker key into her shoe, just to be safe. She smoothed her polo shirt, brushed a lock of hair behind her ear, and turned to scan the crowd for her friends.

At first, the press of bodies and the roar of conversation made it hard to pick out anyone familiar. The fluorescent lights above flickered, giving the hallway a jittery, washed-out glow. Jamie’s heart thumped loudly in her chest, and she wondered if anyone else could hear it, if the anxiety were written across her face. She knew, deep down, that most people were too wrapped up in their own nerves to notice her, but it was hard to let go of the fear.

Then she saw Cinnamon’s unmistakable figure weaving through the crowd, bright as ever. Cinnamon wore a denim vest over a lavender T-shirt, her hair pulled up in a scrunchie that matched the chunky plastic bracelet on her wrist. She spotted Jamie, her face lighting up, and made a beeline across the hall, almost colliding with a group of boys who were roughhousing by the water fountain.

“Jamie! There you are! I thought maybe you’d gotten lost already,” Cinnamon said, grinning as she reached her. Her voice was gentle, soft enough not to attract too much attention, but bright with genuine affection.

Jamie’s mouth twitched into a smile. “I nearly did. This place is huge.” She shifted her backpack, trying not to sound as anxious as she felt.

“It’s just a building. We’ll survive,” Cinnamon said, then leaned in as if to share a secret. “And if we don’t, at least we’ll do it together.”

Jamie couldn’t help but laugh, the tension in her shoulders loosening a little. Cinnamon had a gift for making even the scariest moments seem just a little bit lighter. She opened her locker and slipped out a stack of carefully labeled folders, then nudged Jamie with her elbow. “Did you see Andrea or Cheryl yet?”

Before Jamie could answer, Andrea’s voice rang out from behind them. “If you two leave me in the dust on the first day, I’m never letting you copy my math homework.” Andrea strode up, backpack slung over one shoulder, her brown hair in a practical ponytail, and her lips pressed into a dramatic frown.

Cheryl followed close behind, quieter, her gaze flicking nervously from Jamie to Cinnamon to the crowd. She wore a flowered blouse tucked into faded jeans, a look that was more grown-up than most of their classmates but somehow suited her.

“We wouldn’t dare,” Cinnamon said, looping her arm through Andrea’s. “Are we all ready to face the firing squad?”

Cheryl gave a tiny nod, then smiled at Jamie, her eyes flickering with shy understanding. “My locker’s two down from yours,” she said, voice almost too soft to hear above the din. “I was hoping I’d see you here.”

Jamie’s heart skipped a beat, surprised and touched. She’d spent the past few weeks worrying that her friends would all drift away, that the summer that had brought them together was just a fluke. But here they all were, clustered by the lockers as if nothing had changed, as if they’d always belonged together.

“Let’s get to Mathis before the hall monitors show up,” Andrea said, glancing at the clock above the stairwell. “I do not want to start this year with a tardy slip.”

They fell in step, four across, as they made their way toward Mrs. Mathis’s classroom. The hallway seemed even bigger now, filled with the scuffle of feet and the clatter of lockers slamming shut. Posters advertising homecoming, tryouts for fall sports, and a canned food drive fluttered from the walls. Jamie kept her head down, letting Cinnamon’s steady presence guide her.

As they reached the door, Andrea pulled a face. “Place your bets. How long before Mathis calls someone by the wrong name?”

Cinnamon grinned. “I give her until roll call.”

Cheryl laughed, a soft, musical sound. “As long as she doesn’t call me Charlotte, I’ll survive.”

Jamie clutched her schedule a little tighter, suddenly nervous about hearing her name out loud. She’d always gone by Jamie, even when every form and every adult insisted on the full “James Paul Grant, Jr.” There was something about the way people said her name, heavy and awkward, that always made her flinch. She wondered if she would ever have the courage to ask teachers to call her what she wanted, to claim that small bit of herself in public.

They entered the classroom together, finding four seats near the middle, close enough to the window for sunlight but not so close to the front as to draw attention. Jamie set her backpack down by her feet and slid into her seat, grateful for the buffer of Cinnamon and Andrea on either side. Cheryl sat just behind them, already pulling out a purple pen and smoothing the edges of her folder. Around them, students continued to trickle in, voices bouncing off the painted cinderblock walls, every bit of conversation louder for the nervous energy in the air.

Mrs. Mathis stood at her desk, eyes sharp but not unkind, jotting notes on a pad. The analog clock above the whiteboard ticked closer to eight, and the room gradually filled until almost every desk was taken. Jamie glanced around and recognized a few faces from orientation, but there were others she’d never seen before, some talking in pairs, some silent and watchful, clutching their schedules as if they might vanish.

“Good morning, everyone. Welcome to Homeroom,” Mrs. Mathis called out, raising her voice just enough to cut through the chatter. The room quieted, and she smiled, brisk and efficient. “We’ll take care of announcements, lunch forms, and attendance before you head off to first period.”

She collected forms and gave reminders about lockers and bus schedules. “Alright, let’s do roll call, and please, if you have a preferred name, let me know. I’ll do my best, but I am not a mind reader, so speak up if I get it wrong.”

Jamie felt her stomach flip. She gripped the edge of her desk, waiting. Mrs. Mathis moved down the list, calling names, pausing for the occasional correction.

“Grant, James Paul, Junior?”

Jamie forced herself to look up, her voice steady but soft. “Just Jamie, please.”

Mrs. Mathis nodded briskly, making a note on her sheet. “Jamie, it is. Thank you.”

A tiny pulse of pride flared in Jamie’s chest, bright and dangerous. Cinnamon caught her eye and smiled, Andrea gave a subtle thumbs-up, and Cheryl offered a shy nod of approval. The moment passed quickly, but it left Jamie feeling a little more solid, a little more real.

Mrs. Mathis passed around a sheet for club sign-ups. “If you’re interested in any clubs, put your name down now,” she said. “You’ll need a parent’s signature for some activities, so take a sheet home if you’re thinking about joining.”

By the time the announcements crackled over the PA system, Jamie felt more settled, more herself. The principal’s voice was distant and tinny, reading out reminders about the cafeteria menu, bus routes, and the first football game of the season. There was an awkward pause as he tried to pronounce the name of the new gym teacher, and someone snickered in the back row.

When the bell rang, signaling the end of homeroom and the start of first period, Mrs. Mathis reminded everyone, “If you’re in Algebra I, stay put. If you’re heading to another class, grab your things and move quickly. We only have five minutes between periods.”

Jamie watched as the room reshuffled itself. Cinnamon leaned over and whispered, “Okay, now it’s officially Algebra I,” her voice light, trying to make Jamie smile. The teacher rechecked her roster, welcoming the newcomers and glancing around to make sure the right students had settled in.

Now the class felt different, quieter, more focused. The group that remained was smaller but familiar, and for the first time that morning, Jamie felt like she could finally settle in. She exchanged a relieved glance with her friends, knowing at least for this class, they’d be facing it together.

Mrs. Mathis clapped her hands, her voice straightforward and no-nonsense. “Let’s settle down, everyone. Welcome to Algebra I. If you’re not sure you’re in the right place, check your schedule. If your name is on my list, you’re staying for now. Let’s do roll call.”

Mrs. Mathis moved down the list, calling names, pausing for the occasional correction.

“I have you down, Jamie,” said Mrs. Mathis when she got to her name again.

After roll call, Mrs. Mathis launched into her welcome speech. “I know Algebra has a bad reputation, but I promise, it isn’t nearly as scary as you think. We’ll get through it together, and I’ll try not to give too much homework the first week.” A few students groaned in mock protest, and Mathis smiled. “Let’s go over some ground rules. No gum under the desks, no late homework, and please treat each other and me with respect. I promise I’ll do the same for you.”

She handed out a syllabus for the semester, then explained the seating chart and class expectations. Jamie tried to focus on the words, but her mind kept drifting, the morning’s nerves still humming under her skin. She traced the edge of her desk with her finger, the wood worn smooth by generations of anxious students.

As Mrs. Mathis droned on about textbooks and calculators, Andrea leaned over and whispered, “I heard her tests are brutal, but she curves everything, so it’s not so bad.”

Cinnamon snorted. “Andrea would get an A if she were tested on rocket science. The rest of us are doomed.”

Jamie smiled, the tension in her chest easing. Cheryl joined in, adding, “My cousin said Mrs. Mathis always puts a math joke on the first quiz. That’s how you know you’re really in high school.”

“Do we get extra credit if we laugh?” Jamie asked, surprising herself. The others grinned, and for a moment, she felt like she belonged, like she was really part of something.

The first period stretched out before them, a slow unfolding of introductions and routines. Mrs. Mathis asked everyone to share one thing they did over the summer. Andrea talked about visiting her grandparents in Topeka, Cinnamon recounted a disastrous attempt at roller skating, and Cheryl described a week at art camp. When it was Jamie’s turn, she hesitated, then said, “I read a lot. And I went to the pool with my sister and brothers.” She left out the part about not knowing how to swim and spending most days hiding in her room, journaling, or dreaming about what it would be like to be someone else.

After everyone had shared, Mrs. Mathis moved on to a review of introductory algebra, scribbling equations on the chalkboard and asking for volunteers. Jamie felt the old dread rising in her chest. What if she got called on and gave the wrong answer? What if everyone laughed? But Cinnamon raised her hand first, rattling off the solution to x plus three equals eight with such confidence that Mrs. Mathis beamed.

“Excellent, Sarah. You’ll all have a chance to show off your skills, but don’t worry. We’re starting slow.”

Jamie scribbled notes in the margin of her spiral notebook, doodling flowers and stars around the equations. Her mind drifted to the diary hidden in her backpack, to the secrets she had carried through the summer, and to the tiny moments of courage she hoped to find this year.

Mrs. Mathis moved through the first lesson, reviewing basic operations and introducing the textbook. Jamie followed along, her pencil tapping a nervous rhythm against the desk. She glanced at Cinnamon, who winked, and at Andrea, who rolled her eyes at the mention of homework on the first day.

Cheryl caught Jamie’s gaze and smiled, a silent promise that she wasn’t alone. For a moment, Jamie let herself believe it, allowing the comfort of her friends to settle around her like a shield.

When Mrs. Mathis finished her introduction, she handed out a worksheet for the class to work on in pairs. Jamie and Cinnamon teamed up, Andrea paired with a boy named Eric, and Cheryl joined another girl from the back row. They bent over their papers, whispering solutions and trading nervous glances.

“Do you remember how to do this one?” Cinnamon asked, pointing to a problem about fractions.

Jamie nodded. “I think so. You flip the second number and multiply, right?”

Cinnamon grinned. “You’re the math genius now.”

They worked through the problems together, the rhythm of numbers and logic calming Jamie’s nerves. She found herself relaxing, losing track of the clock as the lesson unfolded.

By the end of the period, Mrs. Mathis collected the worksheets and offered one last bit of encouragement. “You all did great for a first day. Algebra isn’t easy, but I know you can handle it. If you ever need help, come see me after school.”

The bell rang, and the room exploded into motion. Jamie packed her things, slinging her backpack over her shoulder. Cinnamon waited for her by the door, Andrea and Cheryl close behind.

As they stepped into the hallway, the four friends paused for a moment to compare schedules and trade notes on their upcoming classes. Jamie felt a surge of relief. They would be together for English, Science, and Drama. Even swimming, which terrified her, would be a little easier with Cinnamon by her side.

They headed into the corridor, laughter rising above the din, and Jamie let herself hope that maybe, just maybe, the most challenging part of the day was already behind her.

But she knew better than to believe it would all be easy. Still, for now, she had her friends, her name, and a tiny seed of hope growing inside her. It was enough.

And as they walked down the hall together, Jamie couldn’t help but smile, thinking of the promise she had made to herself that morning. Not yet, Jennifer, but closer, and not alone.

* * *

The second bell had barely finished ringing when Jamie and Cinnamon hurried through the crowded hall toward their English class. The transition from Algebra to English was like slipping from one world into another. The nervous calculations and neat columns of numbers faded away, replaced by the softer, more unpredictable terrain of stories and language. Jamie liked English better, though she would never have said so out loud; there was a freedom in words, a chance to escape, if only for an hour.

Washington High’s English hallway was older than the rest of the building, with creaky floor tiles and faded posters for Shakespeare and Steinbeck yellowing on the walls. The air smelled faintly of chalk and old library books, and the lighting here was softer, less glaring than in the newer science wing. Jamie trailed a few steps behind Cinnamon, weaving around a cluster of football players jostling by the water fountain. A bulletin board outside Room 204 announced the fall play auditions, Our Town, directed by Mrs. Pennington, and a list of last year’s National Honor Society members. Jamie glanced at the list, her own name years away from ever appearing on anything like that.

Inside, Mr. Crane was already at the front of the room, stacking a set of battered paperback books and writing his name on the chalkboard in looping cursive. He was young for a teacher, probably not much older than some of the seniors, and dressed in khakis and a button-down that looked almost too crisp, as if he hadn’t figured out how to relax yet. His hair was sandy brown and stuck out in all directions, a little wild at the back, as if he’d run his hands through it a hundred times already that morning. Jamie recognized him from orientation, where he’d been the only teacher actually to smile at the freshmen.

Cinnamon led the way to a pair of seats near the middle, setting her binder on one desk and dropping her backpack to claim the spot. Jamie slid into the chair next to her, grateful to avoid the uncertainty of finding a seat alone. Other students filtered in, filling the rows with a mix of familiar and unfamiliar faces. A few kids from Algebra sat across the aisle, and Jamie caught Andrea’s eye as she passed, offering a quick, secret wave. Cheryl wasn’t in this class, but Jamie spotted Desiree in the back row, already flipping through a spiral notebook, her curly hair haloed by the sunlight slanting through the window.

The bell rang. Mr. Crane finished writing his name and turned to face the class, tucking a stray piece of chalk behind his ear. He surveyed the room with a thoughtful expression, as if memorizing every face.

“Good morning, everyone. I’m Mr. Crane. Welcome to English I,” he said, his voice calm and steady. “This is your first step into the world of high school literature, so I hope you’re ready for adventure. And before anyone asks, yes, there will be reading and writing. A lot of both.”

A ripple of laughter spread across the class, some genuine, some groaned. Jamie smiled despite herself. She liked the way he spoke, his tone warm but not patronizing.

Mr. Crane began by passing around a stack of course outlines, the pages still warm from the copy room. “Take one and pass the rest back, please. I know it’s a lot of information, but we’ll go through it together. The first novel we’ll read is To Kill a Mockingbird. If anyone’s already read it, don’t worry, you’ll find something new this time around. If you haven’t, you’re in for a treat.”

Jamie glanced at the syllabus as it made its way down the row, her eyes skimming over the list of books and assignments. There were old favorites, poetry weeks, a Shakespeare play, creative writing journals, and a long section on essays. She felt a mixture of excitement and dread. She loved stories, but standing up to read aloud or writing something personal always made her stomach twist.

Cinnamon leaned over, voice a whisper. “I bet he gives pop quizzes. He looks like the type.”

Jamie stifled a laugh, careful not to draw Mr. Crane’s attention. She nudged Cinnamon’s elbow, whispering back, “Better than math quizzes.”

They grinned at each other, their shared nervousness settling into something more comfortable. Cinnamon reached for her pen and began doodling in the margin of her notebook, quick lines forming a smiling cartoon cat. She slid the page over to Jamie, who grinned and added a speech bubble, “I hope we read Garfield instead.”

Mr. Crane cleared his throat, drawing everyone’s attention. “Let’s take a moment to get to know each other. When I call your name, tell me your favorite book or movie. If you can’t pick just one, I’ll accept a favorite snack instead.”

The class groaned in unison, but Jamie found herself almost relieved; at least he hadn’t asked for something embarrassing, like a fun fact.

He moved down the list, calling names, jotting notes beside each response. When he reached Cinnamon, she said, “Charlotte’s Web. Or maybe Oreos. But not together.”

Laughter rippled through the room. When it was Jamie’s turn, she hesitated, glancing at the ceiling for courage. “A Wrinkle in Time,” she said, voice small but steady. “And, um, peanut butter crackers.”

Mr. Crane smiled, nodding as if that answer pleased him. “Excellent choices. Both classics, in my book.”

As the introductions continued, Jamie let her gaze drift around the room. Some students were confident, quick with their answers. Others mumbled or blushed, staring at their desks. There were kids she recognized from the bus, a few from her neighborhood, and several who seemed to know everyone already, shouting out inside jokes that left Jamie feeling even more like an outsider.

Mr. Crane wrapped up the icebreakers and moved on to the real work. He talked about the year ahead, reading journals, essay writing, and group projects. He pointed to the poster at the front of the room, READERS ARE LEADERS, and told a story about how he nearly failed his own ninth-grade English class because he spent too much time daydreaming and not enough time reading. Jamie relaxed a little, reassured by the gentle self-deprecation in his voice.

He handed out battered copies of To Kill a Mockingbird, instructing everyone to write their names on the inside cover and warning them about the late fee if they lost the book. The room was filled with the sound of turning pages and the smell of old paper.

“Before you go, I’d like you to start a reading journal. Nothing fancy, jot down what stands out to you as you read, a favorite line, or even something that doesn’t make sense yet. We’ll talk about it next week.”

Cinnamon rolled her eyes as she wrote her name inside the cover, then scribbled a tiny mockingbird on the title page. Jamie giggled, earning a sideways glance from Mr. Crane. She ducked her head, blushing.

The rest of the class passed in a blur. Mr. Crane read the first chapter aloud, his voice warm and patient, inviting everyone into the world of Maycomb. Jamie followed along, her finger tracing the words, losing herself in Scout’s world. For a while, she forgot the classroom around her, forgot her nerves, forgot everything but the story unfolding on the page.

A few minutes before the bell, Mr. Crane closed the book and set it on the desk. “For homework, read through chapter three. Bring your journals on Monday. We’ll talk about the characters, so pay attention to who stands out to you.”

He paused, glancing around the room. “And don’t stress too much. I want you to enjoy the story. High school can be overwhelming, but books can be an anchor. At least, they always were for me.”

The bell rang, startling everyone. Chairs scraped, backpacks slung over shoulders, and the hum of conversation swelled as students made their way to the door. Cinnamon held Jamie back for a second, waving her notebook in front of her face.

“Check this out,” she said, grinning as she flipped to a fresh page. She’d drawn a cartoon Jamie and a cartoon Cinnamon sitting on a mountain of books, both wearing crowns made of pencils. A tiny Mr. Crane loomed in the background, holding a pop quiz like a battle flag.

Jamie snorted, laughter bubbling up. “You made me look like the Queen of Homework.”

Cinnamon’s grin widened. “You are the Queen of Homework. But don’t worry, I’m the Duchess of Doodles. Together, we rule the English class.”

They stepped into the hall and swept along in the flow of students. Jamie tucked the drawing into her binder, feeling lighter. For a moment, her worries about lunch, swim class, and everything that might go wrong faded into the background.

Outside Room 204, the hallway was a river of people, voices rising and falling, lockers banging open and shut. Jamie clutched her books and scanned the crowd for familiar faces. The hall smelled of pencil shavings, deodorant, and something cafeteria-sweet that probably wasn’t food.

Desiree appeared at Jamie’s side, almost out of nowhere. She wore a simple blue T-shirt and jeans, her backpack slung low on one shoulder. Her brown curls framed her face, and her eyes were kind, searching Jamie’s for a sign of recognition.

“Hey, Jamie, Cinnamon,” she said, her voice warm but a little shy. “Did you get Crane, too? My sister said he’s the best teacher in the whole building.”

Cinnamon nodded. “He’s cool. Did you see his hair? I think it has its own weather system.”

Desiree grinned, the tension slipping away. “Better wild hair than wild homework.”

As they laughed, Steve Tadlock came barreling down the hall, dodging between two seniors. He was taller than Jamie remembered from middle school, with the same unruly hair and a big, goofy smile. He wore a letterman jacket, though it looked a size too large, and his energy was as restless as ever.

“Hey, losers,” he called, bumping Jamie’s shoulder in what was probably meant to be a friendly way, though it was a little rough. “What’s up?”

Jamie managed a half-smile. Steve had always been unpredictable, sometimes teasing, sometimes kind, sometimes both in the same breath. She never quite knew what to expect.

“English with Crane,” Cinnamon said. “We survived.”

“Barely,” Jamie added.

Steve rolled his eyes, pulling a face. “He makes you read out loud?”

Desiree elbowed him gently. “Don’t listen to Steve. He hasn’t finished a book since second grade.”

Steve feigned outrage, pressing a hand to his heart. “That is a filthy lie. I read a cereal box just this morning.”

They all laughed, the noise and chaos of the hallway somehow fading into the background for a moment. Jamie felt herself relax, the anxiety about the next class melting in the warmth of her friends’ company. Cinnamon reached over and squeezed Jamie’s hand, quick and secret, before letting go.

“Ready for Science?” Desiree asked, tucking a stray curl behind her ear.

Jamie nodded. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

The four of them fell into step together, blending into the tide of students heading toward the science wing. The halls were noisy, but their little group felt like an island of calm in the middle of the rush.

Cinnamon bumped Jamie’s shoulder as they walked, lowering her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “You owe me a doodle, next class. And if it’s a drawing of Mr. Crane with a mohawk, I’ll love you forever.”

Jamie laughed, the promise of ordinary friendship settling over her like a shield. The day was only beginning, but already it felt less impossible.

As they rounded the corner toward the science rooms, Jamie glanced at her schedule, double-checking the room number. For the first time since she’d walked into the building, she let herself believe that she could make it through the day. Maybe it wouldn’t be easy, but with Cinnamon, Desiree, and even Steve at her side, it wouldn’t be impossible either.

The bell rang again, signaling the start of a new period, and Jamie took a steadying breath as she joined her friends, ready to face whatever came next.

* * *

Jamie followed Cinnamon, Desiree, and Steve down the science wing, the clatter of lockers and echoing voices gradually fading behind them. The hallway here was narrower, the floors more worn, and the air carried a faint chemical tang, like old experiments and floor wax. Posters for the science club and faded diagrams of the solar system lined the walls, and Jamie saw herself reflected, briefly, in the glass case where last year’s Science Olympiad trophies stood in a neat, slightly dusty row.

They paused outside Room 311, where Mr. Druten was erasing the chalkboard with brisk, sweeping strokes. The door stood open, letting in the din from the hall, but inside the classroom the light was softer, and the noise fell away. Jamie’s nerves prickled; she could never shake the feeling that science teachers, with their white coats and sharp questions, were always looking for something you’d forgotten to do.

Desiree ducked in first, her curls bouncing as she hurried to claim a table near the windows. Cinnamon followed, waving Jamie forward with a flick of her hand. Steve lingered, pulling at the zipper on his jacket and glancing over his shoulder, as if making sure no one from his usual crowd was watching.

Jamie slid into the seat beside Cinnamon, feeling a small thrill of relief at being out of the hallway, away from the press of bodies. She let her backpack thump to the floor and took out her spiral notebook, fingers brushing over the cover where she’d drawn a few stars the night before, to make it feel more like hers.

Steve plopped down in the chair across from them, legs sprawled out, backpack already open. He grinned at Jamie, eyes glinting. “So, Grant, you ready for Druten’s Mad Lab?”

Jamie rolled her eyes, trying not to show her nerves. “You make it sound like he’s going to blow something up on the first day.”

Desiree smiled, sliding her pencil case out of her backpack. “He probably will, if we’re lucky. My cousin said he set his tie on fire last year and didn’t even notice until the principal came in.”

Cinnamon giggled. “Classic. I hope he doesn’t expect us to light Bunsen burners on day one. I barely made it through the fire drill at orientation.”

The bell rang, and a few last students hurried in. Mr. Druten snapped the door shut, dusted his hands on his slacks, and faced the class with a broad, toothy smile. He looked like the kind of teacher who always wore the same style of clothes, no matter the season: a short-sleeved dress shirt, a dark tie, slacks, and scuffed loafers. His glasses were thick, perched precariously on his nose, and his hair stuck out at the sides in a way that made Jamie wonder if all science teachers were required to have a wild streak.

“Good morning, scientists!” he boomed, louder than necessary. “Welcome to Science I. You are now in my domain, which means you will learn things you never expected to learn, and possibly a few you’d rather forget.”

A few students laughed. Jamie pressed her lips together, unsure whether to join in. She glanced at Cinnamon, who winked and mouthed, “Piece of cake.”

Mr. Druten moved briskly through his welcome speech, outlining the lab rules, classroom expectations, and where to find the eye wash station, “just in case,” he added, eyes twinkling. He held up a stack of safety contracts and sent them around the room. “You need a parent’s signature by Friday. No signature, no lab work. I don’t want anyone losing their eyebrows because of paperwork. Anyways, moving forward, lab partners. I’ll make it easy: whoever is sitting next to you is your lab partner.”

Jamie and Cinnamon smiled as they looked at each other.

Mr. Druten went over the short syllabus, promising that by October, they’d be dissecting owl pellets and launching bottle rockets. He handed out a brief quiz, nothing serious, just a “getting to know you” sheet with questions like, What is your favorite planet? and Can you swim? Jamie smiled, writing “Saturn” for her favorite planet, thinking of the rings and how they looked in her old library book. For the swimming question, she hesitated, then wrote “Sort of.”

The quiz didn’t take long. When they finished, Mr. Druten called on students to share their answers. Steve announced, “Mars, obviously, because aliens,” and a few boys at the back snickered. Cinnamon said, “Venus, because it’s mysterious,” and Jamie, when it was her turn, managed to say, “Saturn. It just seems different,” her voice barely above a whisper. Druten nodded, satisfied.

He talked for a few minutes about what they’d cover that semester: energy, simple machines, and maybe a science fair project if the class was interested. Jamie doodled in the margins of her paper, drawing Saturn’s rings and then shading in the space around them. Outside the window, a lone bird hopped along the edge of the brick wall, pecking at something unseen. The sun was higher now, pouring gold onto the scratched surface of the table, warming Jamie’s wrist where it rested.

Toward the end of class, Mr. Druten handed out textbooks, heavy, battered, with dog-eared pages and the faint smell of old glue. Cinnamon immediately flipped to the inside cover, where a list of names from previous years marched down the page in blue and black ink. She traced one name, “Melissa S.,” and whispered, “My sister had this book! She drew a flower on every chapter.”

Jamie flipped through her own copy, careful not to bend the corners. She’d always loved the feel of textbooks, the sense of possibility hidden between the covers. Here, at least, the rules were clear, and the answers were in the back, if you were brave enough to look.

Steve caught her eye, grinning. “Careful, Grant. If you read too much, your brain might explode.”

Jamie rolled her eyes, managing a small smile. “Guess I’ll risk it.”

Desiree packed her things, glancing at the clock. “Almost time for lunch. I heard they serve pizza on Mondays.”

“Hopefully,” Cinnamon said. “Otherwise, it’s mystery meat and green beans.”

As the bell rang, Mr. Druten waved them out. “See you next class, scientists! Bring your curiosity and your signatures!”

Jamie filed out with her friends, the hallway suddenly louder and more chaotic. Students streamed in every direction, some toward the cafeteria, others to their lockers, a few already heading outside to eat on the front steps. Jamie stayed close to Cinnamon and Desiree, Steve a step behind, jostling them playfully as they navigated the tide.

The cafeteria was halfway across the building, a long, echoing space lined with sticky tables and battered plastic chairs. The smell of pizza, fries, and something vaguely sweet drifted through the air, mixing with the sound of dozens of conversations overlapping, arguments about football, gossip about teachers, and laughter that rose and fell in waves.

Jamie hesitated at the entrance, the noise and the press of bodies suddenly overwhelming. She’d always hated lunch the most, the chaos, the risk of sitting alone, the way everyone seemed to know exactly where they belonged. Cinnamon sensed her pause and slipped a reassuring arm through Jamie’s.

“Come on, we’ll grab a table by the window,” she said, steering Jamie through the throng.

They found a spot on the far side, next to the big windows overlooking the teacher parking lot and a line of scraggly bushes. Andrea and Cheryl were already there, unpacking their lunches from brown paper bags and plastic Tupperware. Andrea waved them over, her face lighting up.

“Saved you a seat!” she called, moving her backpack so Jamie could sit.

Jamie slid into the chair beside Cinnamon, heart thumping, but grateful for the welcome. Cheryl smiled softly, unwrapping a sandwich with careful fingers. Steve dropped into a chair at the end of the table, immediately tearing open a bag of chips and offering it around.

They settled in, lunchboxes and cafeteria trays mixing. Cinnamon had brought a peanut butter sandwich and a carton of chocolate milk, plus a sleeve of saltines that she divided between Jamie and Cheryl. Andrea had leftover spaghetti in a green Tupperware, and Steve, true to form, had only chips and a can of orange soda.

“Did you see Mr. Crane’s hair?” Andrea asked, grinning as she twirled her fork. “It looks like he got in a fight with a hair dryer and lost.”

Cheryl giggled, ducking her head. “He’s nice, though. I like him.”

Steve leaned back in his chair, grinning at Jamie. “So, Grant, you got choir next. You gonna serenade us at lunch to get ready?”

Jamie blushed, glancing at Cinnamon. “Maybe,” she said, voice quiet but steady.

Cinnamon grinned, bumping her shoulder. “Jamie’s voice is better than half the people on MTV. I heard him earlier when I was waiting for him to come out of the restroom.”

Jamie laughed, the sound surprising even herself. “Well, at least you didn’t tell them about my dance moves.”

Andrea snorted. “She’s saving that for later. She has to have something to bribe you with when you’re famous.”

Desiree bit into her apple, eyes shining. “We should all try out for something. Make a pact. Clubs, sports, whatever. Even Steve.”

Steve groaned. “Only if you guys do wrestling. I hear you get free Gatorade.”

The table burst into laughter, the tension dissolving. Jamie looked around, amazed at how different this felt from the years before. For once, she wasn’t searching for an exit or wishing she could disappear. Here, with these friends, she felt almost normal, almost brave.

They talked about classes, Andrea complaining about math homework already, Cheryl nervously anticipating art club sign-ups, and Desiree debating whether to try for basketball or debate. Steve recounted an exaggerated story about his dog eating his science project in seventh grade, and Cinnamon passed Jamie another saltine, grinning.

Halfway through lunch, Jamie glanced around the cafeteria, watching the shifting tides of students. There were the athletes at their long table, the kids from band clustered near the milk cooler, and a group of skaters by the door. Everyone seemed to have a place, even the ones who pretended not to care. For the first time, Jamie realized she had a place too, maybe not the one she’d always dreamed of, but a place all the same.

Cinnamon nudged her. “You okay?”

Jamie nodded, voice catching in her throat. “Yeah. I’m good. Thanks for sitting with me.”

Cinnamon smiled, warm and genuine. “Always.”

As the lunch period wore on, Jamie found herself relaxing, joining in the jokes, letting her guard down. She shared a story about her little sister Betsy, who had once tried to mail herself to Disneyland in a cardboard box. Andrea nearly choked on her spaghetti laughing, and even Cheryl, usually so quiet, giggled until her eyes watered.

The last ten minutes of lunch slipped away too quickly. Steve started a game of “guess the teacher’s favorite food,” and everyone tossed out ridiculous answers. “Mrs. Mathis definitely lives on black coffee and chalk dust,” Cinnamon declared, earning a round of agreement. Desiree insisted Mr. Druten probably ate nothing but Pop-Tarts, and Steve claimed the gym teacher survived on protein shakes and rage.

When the bell rang, signaling the end of lunch, Jamie almost wished they could stay just a little longer, wrapped in the bubble of friendship and laughter. She packed her things, tucking her sandwich wrapper into her lunch bag, and stood with the others.

They walked out together, blending back into the flow of students in the hallway. Cinnamon looped her arm through Jamie’s once more, and as they headed to their next class, Jamie felt a new steadiness take root inside her.

She was still nervous, still unsure, but she wasn’t alone. Not here, not today. And for now, that was enough.

* * *

After lunch, Jamie and her friends split up in the hallway, the crowd dividing as students drifted toward their afternoon classes. Cinnamon lingered by Jamie’s side as they packed up their lunches, offering a last wink and a promise, “Meet me at the lockers after school, okay? If you survive choir, I want all the gossip.” Jamie smiled, grateful for the little boost of encouragement. Cinnamon squeezed her shoulder before darting off toward the Yearbook club, waving her notebook in the air.

Andrea, Cheryl, and Desiree were already gathering their bags, checking their schedules. “Ready?” Andrea asked, falling in on Jamie’s left. “We don’t want to be late for tryouts. I hear Mr. Williams is strict about attendance.”

Cheryl looked nervous, fidgeting with the strap on her backpack. “I wish Cinnamon could come with us. She makes everything less scary.”

Desiree laughed softly, “Don’t worry. We’ll stick together. It’s just a choir audition. What’s the worst that could happen?”

The four of them made their way through the quiet, sunlit corridor that led to the choir room. Students from other grades passed by in clusters, some carrying folders stuffed with sheet music, others already joking about next week’s football game. Jamie clung to her friends, feeling both exposed and protected in their little group.

They found the choir room, Room 128, at the end of the arts hallway. Sunlight streamed through the tall windows, dust motes dancing in the beams. A piano sat at the front, stacked with folders and a battered metronome ticking gently. The walls were lined with framed concert photos and faded banners, reminders of last year’s achievements. Jamie couldn’t help but wonder if she’d ever feel like she truly belonged among them.

Andrea found four seats in the middle of the risers and set her folder on the closest chair. “This is it. High school choir. No going back.”

Cheryl gave a tiny smile, tucking her skirt under her legs as she sat. “I hope I don’t sound like a frog.”

Desiree nudged her gently. “You won’t. And even if you do, you’ll be the best frog in the choir.”

Jamie laughed, tension melting a little as they settled into their seats.

A moment later, Mr. Williams strode in, greeting the class with a broad, cheerful smile. He checked his attendance sheet and began roll call, his voice echoing in the high-ceilinged room.

When he reached, “Grant, James,” Jamie straightened, cheeks burning. “Just Jamie, please,” she said quietly.

Mr. Williams glanced up, nodding with genuine warmth. “Jamie, welcome. I heard from Mrs. Newman that you’re going to be my best soprano.” His voice was bright, but not mocking, and a gentle chuckle ran through the room. Jamie smiled, reassured.

He explained the tryout process: each student would sing a few lines, either a song of their choice or “Happy Birthday” if they were nervous. “This isn’t about perfection,” he said, “it’s about seeing where you fit best. After today, you’ll be placed in Treble Choir or Bass Choir, or you can choose another elective if choir isn’t for you. But I hope you’ll all give it a real shot.”

The tryouts began, and Andrea went first among their group. She sang “America the Beautiful” in a clear, bright voice, her hands gripping the edge of her skirt. Cheryl followed with “Somewhere Over the Rainbow,” her tone wavering at first but growing steadier as she found her place in the melody. Desiree, always grounded, sang the chorus of “Lean on Me,” her rich alto filling the space.

When it was Jamie’s turn, she felt her heart thudding in her chest. She picked “Edelweiss,” her mother’s favorite, and let the music carry her. The room faded away, and for a few moments, nothing mattered but the song and the feeling that, at last, her voice was her own.

As her last note hung in the air, applause rippled through the class, Andrea, Cheryl, and Desiree clapping the loudest. Mr. Williams beamed. “Beautiful, Jamie.”

The class ended with a rundown of choir rules, concert dates, and a reminder that their real work would start next week. As they left the room, Andrea hugged Jamie, “You were amazing.” Cheryl and Desiree echoed her, and Jamie, flushed with relief, felt the weight of the day lighten.

* * *

The rest of the day passed in a blur of last classes, echoes of new songs, and the dull ache of tired feet. At dismissal, Jamie found Michelle waiting outside by the flagpole, leaning against her battered blue sedan. Her hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail, a KU lanyard dangling from her wrist. She waved when she saw Jamie, her smile wide and familiar.

“Hey, superstar,” Michelle called as Jamie approached. “How was your first day?”

Jamie slid into the passenger seat, dropping her backpack at her feet. She took a moment to collect herself before answering. “It was… better than I expected. Choir went really well. Mr. Williams is nice. I was nervous, but I think I did okay.”

Michelle nodded, her eyes gentle. “I never doubted you. You always do better than you think you will.”

Jamie hesitated, then added, “I’m still worried about swim, though. You know how I am about gym class.”

Michelle reached into her purse and pulled out a tiny box, wrapped in blue tissue paper. She handed it to Jamie with a grin. “Open it. Just a little something for courage.”

Jamie peeled away the tissue, revealing a small silver keychain with a music-note charm and a little tag engraved with the word “Hope.” Her throat tightened. She held it in her palm, running her thumb over the cool metal.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “I love it.”

Michelle started the car, pulling out of the parking lot and into the slow crawl of after-school traffic. She talked about her own classes beginning next week, about moving back into the dorms, and about how grown-up Jamie seemed now that she was starting high school.

“I know it’s scary,” Michelle said, glancing over, “but you’re stronger than you think. And I’m just a phone call away. I’ll write, too, real letters, not just postcards.”

Jamie smiled, tears prickling behind her eyes. “Promise?”

“Promise. You’ve got this, kiddo.”

They drove in companionable silence, the radio playing softly, Sheryl Crow’s “All I Wanna Do,” a song Jamie recognized from that morning. It felt like the end of something, but also the beginning of something else, something she couldn’t quite name.

* * *

That evening, after dinner, Jamie sat on her bed, the keychain in her hand, her diary open to a blank page. The house was noisy, Scott and Michael fighting over the TV remote, Betsy singing to herself in the hallway, her father’s voice low and gruff from the kitchen.

Dinner had been awkward, as always. Michelle had led the conversation, asking about everyone’s day. Jamie recounted choir, carefully avoiding any mention of nerves or mistakes. Jim asked only, “You get in trouble?” and when Jamie shook her head, he grunted and returned to his newspaper.

Michelle did her best to make it better, asking about each class, teasing Scott about his new math teacher, and congratulating Michael for not spilling his milk. Betsy chimed in, announcing she wanted to join the choir “when I’m big like Jamie,” which made everyone laugh.

Jamie watched it all, feeling both inside and outside the circle of family. Michelle caught her eye and mouthed, “You’re okay,” and for a moment, Jamie believed her.

Later, in her room, Jamie wrote in her diary. She described the choir tryout, the way her voice shook at first but grew stronger with each note. She wrote about Michelle’s gift, the promise of letters, and the hope that maybe, just maybe, she could survive this year.

Dear Diary,

Today felt like a beginning. I was scared, but I did it anyway. For a second, when I sang, I felt like myself. I think that’s worth something. Michelle says I’m stronger than I think. I hope she’s right. I want her to be right. I want to be strong. I’m terrified, but maybe if I hold on to hope, it’ll be okay. I want to keep going. Not yet, Jennifer. Not yet. But I’m getting closer.

Afterwards, she found Jeremy’s picture and wrote a letter.

Jeremy,

I made it through my first day of high school. I really wish you had been there with me. I kept looking for you in the hallways, almost out of habit, even though I knew you wouldn’t be there. I guess some hopes are hard to let go of.

I miss you so much, and I always will. But I think it’s finally time for me to let you go, at least a little. I want you to know that I’ll never forget you, and I’ll always love you. You were the first person who ever made me feel seen. I wish you could’ve met Jennifer, the real me, the one I’m still learning to be. I think you would have loved her, too. She would’ve loved hearing you say she’s beautiful, and she would’ve treasured your kiss just as much as Jamie did.

I’ve started to make some new friends. I think they might be the kind of people who stay, who see me, who care. There’s a girl named Cinnamon, whose real name is Sarah Schiller, but everyone calls her Cinnamon. She’s kind and thoughtful and funny in a way that makes it hard to be sad around her. I think you would have liked her. Maybe that’s why, for the first time in a long time, I didn’t think about you every minute today. It almost feels like a new beginning, even if I’m still scared.

I want you to know that I’m going to be okay. I’m learning to hope again, to let other people in, to allow myself to dream about the future. You’ll always be part of me, my first real friend, my first love, the person who showed me it was possible to be loved for who I really am. Thank you for that. Thank you for everything.

I know you’ll never read this, but I need to write it, just for me. I hope you’re safe. I hope you’re happy. I hope, wherever you are, you remember me, not just as Jamie, but as the person I’m becoming.

Goodbye, Jeremy.

With all my love,

Jennifer

She took the picture of Jeremy, kissed it, placed it on the letter, closed the diary, and tucked it under her pillow. The house was quiet now, night settling over the neighborhood. Jamie pressed the keychain to her chest, letting the cool metal anchor her.

Down the hall, Michelle was packing for college, her laughter drifting through the open door. Jamie listened, grateful for her sister’s steady presence, knowing it wouldn’t last much longer, but holding on all the same.

As she drifted toward sleep, Jamie repeated her promise from that morning.

“I’m still here. Not yet, Jennifer, but someday.”
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Jamie woke to the hollow echo of an empty house. For a moment, she thought she’d overslept; her bedroom was dim, the clock radio on her nightstand was blinking 6:45 in unblinking red, and the usual thump of Michelle’s footsteps or the rattle of the shower was missing. She blinked up at the popcorn ceiling, letting herself listen for any hint of movement. Nothing but the far-off clatter of a spoon in the kitchen and the TV humming quietly in the living room.

A sudden pang of loss settled in her chest, sharper than she expected. Michelle had said her goodbye the night before, standing in the hallway with her overnight bag already slung across one shoulder, hair still damp from her last shower at home for who knew how long. She’d promised to write, to call, to visit on weekends when her schedule at KU allowed. Jamie had nodded, hugging her tight, but she hadn’t really believed Michelle would be gone in the morning. Not really.

But now, as she sat up and squinted at the pale rectangle of morning sunlight on her dresser, she saw a folded sheet of notebook paper propped against her jewelry box, the one Michelle had given her for her twelfth birthday, a secret stash for treasures that had never held any jewelry. Her name, Jamie, written in Michelle’s blocky, looping script, greeted her in blue ink.

She pulled the sheet close, smoothing the creases with nervous fingers. Michelle always wrote her notes as if she was speaking right there beside her, her voice real, steady, reassuring.

Hey, Superstar,

I know you’re probably mad at me for leaving before you got up, but I didn’t want to wake you. I’ll call tonight after my first class. You’re going to crush it today, I can feel it. Don’t let Dad or the boys get to you, okay? I’m proud of you. You’re braver than you think.

If you get nervous, look for something blue. (Yes, the bracelet counts.) Love you. See you soon.

M.

Jamie’s throat tightened as she folded the letter and slid it into her diary, tucking both into the back pocket of her backpack. She pulled on her school clothes, jeans, yesterday’s clean-enough maroon polo, socks, and the blue beaded bracelet, Michelle’s “good luck charm.” She combed her hair, leaving one lock to fall over her brow, a tiny rebellion her father usually pretended not to notice.

Breakfast was already in full, noisy swing when she wandered into the kitchen. Scott and Michael were arguing over who got the last toaster waffle, Michael’s voice high and whiny, Scott slapping at his hand with a plastic fork. Betsy sat on her knees at the table, braiding her own hair with careful, slow fingers, tongue poking out in concentration. Her mother, Debra, hovered by the stove, pouring pancake batter in slow circles, eyes already rimmed with worry.

“Morning, Jamie,” Debra said, voice too bright. She nodded at the cereal boxes on the counter, her own code for “fix it yourself.” Jamie poured a bowl of Frosted Flakes, adding just enough milk to keep from looking wasteful, and sat quietly at the end of the table. Jim was already there, hunched behind the sports section, mug of black coffee steaming at his elbow.

“You finish your homework?” he asked without looking up.

Jamie nodded. “Yeah, last night.”

“Don’t forget your lunch,” Debra said, pushing a brown bag toward her.

“Take your coat. Might rain,” Jim muttered, finally folding his paper to glance her way.

She nodded, pulling her windbreaker from the back of her chair, even though the sky outside was cloudless. She stuffed her lunch into her backpack, trying to ignore the rising clamor of Scott and Michael. They’d already moved on from waffles to a wrestling match over the remote control, their voices echoing off the linoleum.

Breakfast ended in the usual blur. Her mother wiped Betsy’s face and reminded her to grab her library book. Scott and Michael thudded upstairs, arguing about which shoes belonged to whom. Jamie lingered in the kitchen long enough to help clear the table, then slipped out the back door before anyone could change their mind and demand a ride.

Outside, the morning was brighter than she’d expected, the sunlight sharp and gold across the sidewalk. The air smelled faintly of grass clippings and distant laundry soap. A cicada whined somewhere in the maple tree beside the driveway, and a neighbor’s dog barked at nothing from behind a sagging fence.

Jamie zipped her windbreaker, the blue bracelet tight around her wrist, and started down Parkview Avenue, the familiar ache of nerves rising in her chest. She thought about Michelle already halfway to Lawrence, her freedom palpable in the space she’d left behind. Jamie missed her with a fierceness that made her breath catch, but she tried to hold on to the good feeling of the note, the hope, the promise that she could do this, at least for today.

She’d only made it about halfway up Parkview Ave., the sun just cresting over the rooftops, when she heard footsteps behind her, and someone call her name.

“Jamie! Hey, wait up!”

Jamie stopped and turned, startled to see Cinnamon jogging up the sidewalk, her backpack bouncing and a pair of bright purple sneakers flashing with every step. Cinnamon slowed, catching her breath, her hair pulled up in a messy ponytail with a neon scrunchie that matched the bangles on her wrist.

Jamie blinked, surprised. “You live around here?”

Cinnamon nodded, grinning. “Yeah! Parkview, just down the corner. Number 6333. I’ve walked this way forever. I can’t believe we never ran into each other before.”

Jamie laughed, feeling both sheepish and a little relieved. “I’m 6341. Literally three houses away.”

“No way,” Cinnamon said, shaking her head in mock disbelief. “How did we miss that? I thought I knew everybody on this street.”

Jamie shrugged, still smiling. “I guess we were both just really good at hiding.”

Cinnamon chuckled, falling into step beside her. “Well, now we know. Walking to school’s gonna be a lot less boring.”

Their surprise faded into easy conversation, both a little giddy at the discovery. It felt like a secret shortcut, a piece of home neither of them had claimed until now.

“Couldn’t let you walk alone on the second day of high school. It’s against the law or something.”

Jamie laughed, surprised. “Didn’t know you were the rule-keeping type.”

Cinnamon shrugged, tossing her hair back. “I’m a woman of many secrets. Besides, walking alone is boring. You don’t get to swap theories about who’s dating who, or who’s getting suspended by October.”

Jamie raised an eyebrow. “That was fast. We’ve only had one day.”

Cinnamon winked, a spark in her brown eyes. “There’s always time for drama in high school. Did you see Mrs. Mathis’s face when Tyler tripped over the backpack row coming into homeroom yesterday?”

Jamie let out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding. “Yeah, I thought he was going to take the whole class down with him. She looked so shocked. Poor Tyler, he went as red as his shirt.”

Cinnamon grinned, the sound of her laughter bubbling between them, easing some secret tension Jamie had carried since stepping out of her front door. “He’s hopeless, but at least he keeps things interesting. Freshman year needs a class clown.”

Jamie smiled, watching Cinnamon’s hands flutter as she spoke. The way the morning sun caught the purple and blue beads on Cinnamon’s wrist, the faint streaks of neon polish on her nails, little bursts of color that made everything around her seem less gray, less heavy.

They walked a while in silence, their shoes scuffing on the cracked sidewalk, past driveways scattered with newspaper sleeves and dew-wet lawns that sparkled in the light. Jamie felt something loosen in her chest, as if she were breathing for the first time in days.

Cinnamon nudged her shoulder. “You seemed… I dunno, faraway yesterday. Everything okay?”

Jamie swallowed, her voice small. “First days are always hard, I guess. And Michelle left for KU this morning. She was always the one who made everything feel safe, I guess. Now it’s just… weird.”

Cinnamon’s face softened, her step slowing so they walked side by side. “My brother left last week. The whole house feels different. My mom’s been baking nonstop, like cookies will fill the empty spaces. I keep playing my music louder.”

Jamie managed a quiet laugh, feeling the ache of missing Michelle ebb just a bit. “Michelle left me a note. She said, " If I get nervous, look for something blue. I guess it’s supposed to help.”

Without a word, Cinnamon held out her arm, letting the sunlight catch on a row of blue and purple bracelets. “I’ve got you covered. Blue for luck.” She slipped one off and pressed it into Jamie’s hand, her palm warm. “Purple’s for trouble. You might need both.”

Jamie stared at the bracelet, turning it between her fingers, stunned by the simple gesture. She looked up, finding Cinnamon’s gaze, open and without judgment. Something flickered between them, recognition, relief, maybe the fragile beginning of trust.

“Thanks,” Jamie whispered, almost afraid to break the moment.

Cinnamon bumped her with her shoulder, casual but reassuring. “You’re stuck with me now. It’s the law of the block.”

They walked on, the silence between them shifting from awkward to companionable. Jamie noticed the garden gnomes for the first time, a whole army of them lined up along a neighbor’s walk, their tiny painted faces grinning with secrets.

Cinnamon snorted. “Those gnomes? Don’t turn your back. I think they multiply overnight.”

Jamie’s smile grew, genuine this time. “I used to pretend they came alive and marched around the yard after dark. It made the street feel less lonely.”

Cinnamon looked at her with a spark of understanding. “I used to do that too. Maybe we both have overactive imaginations.”

Jamie glanced at her, really seeing Cinnamon, how easily she moved through the world, how she made space for someone else, even on a morning that started heavy and uncertain. For the first time since Michelle left, Jamie didn’t feel completely adrift.

They paused at the crosswalk, waiting for a car to rumble by, radio thumping with Ace of Base. Cinnamon bounced a little on her heels, her energy infectious. “I’m glad you live so close. Walking alone always felt… I dunno. Empty.”

Jamie nodded, the words coming easier now. “It’s better. A lot better.”

When they reached the school, its brick walls glowing in the morning light and kids milling in loose clusters on the lawn, Jamie felt the familiar anxiety tighten again, but it was different, muffled by something new. Not hope exactly, but maybe the beginning of it.

Cinnamon grinned, looping the strap of her backpack over her shoulder. “We survived another morning. I say that counts as a win.”

Jamie glanced at the blue bracelet on her wrist, the warmth of Cinnamon’s hand still lingering. “Yeah. Definitely a win.”

As they joined the flow of students heading toward the front doors, Jamie felt a quiet thrill at the idea of tomorrow, the next day, and the possibility of no longer having to walk alone.

They met up with Andrea and Cheryl just outside the main entrance, the girls chatting about a rumor that Mrs. Peters had already assigned two pop quizzes in homeroom. Andrea was in her usual blue windbreaker, her brown hair pulled back with a barrette, eyes scanning the crowd for familiar faces. Cheryl wore a sunflower-print blouse, quiet as ever, clutching her binder to her chest.

Desiree and Steve joined a moment later, Desiree in a plain white tee and jeans, backpack slung low, Steve already cracking jokes about the lunch menu. They formed a loose circle, swapping stories about their schedules, Mr. Druten’s tie, and the perils of the vending machine by the gym (“Eats quarters and souls,” Steve declared, holding up a crumpled dollar bill).

Jamie listened, comforted by the easy banter. She liked how quickly her friends fell into step with one another, how the awkwardness of yesterday had melted into a kind of cautious familiarity. Even Steve, who oscillated between teasing and genuine kindness, seemed more relaxed than usual.

The first bell rang, shrill and insistent, sending students scrambling for their lockers. Cinnamon grabbed Jamie’s arm. “Race you to Mathis!” she whispered, and they sprinted inside, dodging clusters of upperclassmen, the fluorescent lights flickering overhead. Jamie’s locker, 217, stood just as she’d left it, the metal door cool against her palm.

She spun the combination, dumped her bag, and pulled out her math binder, glancing over her shoulder to make sure Cinnamon was close by. Andrea and Cheryl found their own lockers, and the four of them headed down the hall to homeroom, laughter trailing behind them.

Mrs. Mathis was already at her desk, shuffling through a stack of forms, glasses perched on her nose. The room filled quickly, desks scraping, voices bouncing off the cinderblock walls. Jamie took her seat near the window, Cinnamon beside her, Andrea and Cheryl close behind.

The routine was familiar now, announcements over the crackling PA, reminders about bus schedules, lunch forms passed down each row. Jamie filled out a permission slip for science lab, scrawling her name (“Jamie Grant”) in careful, cramped handwriting.

Mrs. Mathis called the roll, her voice brisk and businesslike. When she reached her name, she called, “Jamie,” and she replied, “Here.” Mrs. Mathis nodded, marking her list, and moved on without comment. Cinnamon grinned, nudging Jamie with her foot under the desk.

As the announcements droned on, football tryouts, new rules for the library, a warning about gum in the water fountains, Jamie let her gaze wander to the window, where a line of sparrows fluttered on the fence outside. She wondered if Michelle was already at her dorm, if she’d found her new room, if she missed home as much as Jamie missed her.

Near the end of homeroom, the intercom crackled to life, the secretary’s voice echoing through the classroom.

“Jamie Grant, please report to the office. Jamie Grant to the office.”

A hush fell over the class. Cinnamon leaned in, eyebrows raised. “Are you in trouble?”

Jamie shook her head, heart pounding. “I don’t think so. I have no idea.”

Mrs. Mathis waved her toward the door, her tone gentle but firm. “Take your things in case you don’t make it back for Algebra, Jamie.”

Jamie packed her pencil case and schedule, nerves jangling. Cinnamon started to stand. “I’ll go with…” but Jamie
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