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Maybe there was a place in history for people like me, not on the edges of the story, but right in the centre.

Jesse has recently come out as non-binary, and is struggling to find their place at school, and ideas for their project on lost stories from history.

Thirty-five years earlier, Jesse’s cousin Lisa is falling for her best friend, but with new laws being introduced to restrict LGBT people’s rights, they’ll have to fight for the world to accept who they are.

When Jesse stumbles across Lisa’s teenage diary, they are fascinated and horrified by her stories of living a secret life and protesting in the streets. Now it’s Jesse’s turn to find a way to shine a spotlight on a history that mustn’t be forgotten.
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To Nancy, Mary and Sal
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01 Heart and soul – T’Pau

02 Heaven is a place on earth – Belinda Carlisle

03 Lean on me – Club Nouveau

04 I still haven’t found what I’m looking for – U2

05 Who’s that girl? – Madonna

06 Respectable – Mel and Kim

07 Out with her – The Blow Monkeys

08 Causing a commotion – Madonna

09 Too good to be forgotten – Amazulu

10 Walking down your street – The Bangles

11 Turn back the clock – Johnny Hates Jazz

12 Crush on you – The Jets

13 Sing our own song – UB40

14 Never can say goodbye – The Communards

15 It doesn’t have to be – Erasure

16 What have I done to deserve this? – Dusty Springfield and Pet Shop Boys

17 Manic Monday – The Bangles

18 With or without you – U2

19 Don’t forget me when I’m gone – Glass Tiger

20 Kiss – Prince

21 Somewhere out there – Linda Ronstadt and James Ingram

22 Heartache – Pepsi and Shirlie

23 Stand by me – Ben E. King

24 Point of no return – Exposé

25 Shattered dreams – Johnny Hates Jazz

26 Alone – Heart

27 Don’t leave me this way – The Communards

28 Respect yourself – Bruce Willis

29 Wishing I was lucky – Wet Wet Wet

30 Never gonna give you up – Rick Astley

31 Open your heart – Madonna

32 Victory – Kool and the Gang

33 Nothing’s gonna stop us now – Starship

34 The final countdown – Europe

35 Holding back the years – Simply Red

36 Running in the family – Level 42

37 (I’ve had) The time of my life – Bill Medley and Jennifer Warnes
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“Oh,” says Mum, sitting down suddenly. “Oh, that is sad.”

There’s something about her voice which makes me stop what I’m doing – making my favourite breakfast of Cheerios, Rice Krispies and corn flakes mixed together, mashed up with a spoon and drowned in milk – and turn to see if she’s all right.

Mum is always exclaiming about something. Tutting over the news on her phone or laughing at some supposedly funny video that one of her friends has forwarded her. People who complain that teenagers are obsessed with social media haven’t met my mum. But this is different from the usual running commentary of sighs and groans and “here, Jesse, you’ll love this baby panda falling over”.

“What is it?” I ask, putting my bowl down on the table next to my glass of orange juice.

“Oh,” she says again. “Well, I just opened this letter and, here, look… It was just a bit of a shock, that’s all.”

She hands me a sheet of paper.

I read it quickly. A few phrases jump out: “sorry to let you know”, “memorial service”, “donations to Cancer Research”. But I don’t recognize the name or the address.

“Who’s Lisa Scott?” I ask Mum.

“Lisa? Lisa’s my cousin.” She pauses. “Was my cousin now, I suppose.” She rubs her hands over her eyes. She looks tired.

“I didn’t know you had a cousin called Lisa,” I say, surprised. “You never talked about her. Have I ever met her?”

Mum leans back in her chair. “No, you haven’t. It’s years since I’ve seen her, she was quite a bit older than me, you see. I didn’t even—” She stops, takes a deep breath. “I didn’t even know she was sick. I should have known, I should have kept in contact… Oh, I don’t know.”

I look at the envelope. It isn’t addressed to Mum. Instead, it’s been forwarded to us from Gran’s old address.

Mum nods. “Yes, it was sent to Gran. She was always one for keeping in touch with everyone, wasn’t she?”

She smiles, but she looks sad underneath. Maybe this is why Mum’s so upset about someone it sounds like she hardly knew. Because it reminds her of last year, when Gran died.

Gran said that she wanted us to think about her after she’d gone, but she didn’t want us to be sad when we did. She wanted us to remember the happy times and how she made us laugh. Although she wouldn’t have said it like that – she didn’t say “gone” or “passed away” or that sort of thing, she just said “when I’m dead”. Everything dies in time, she used to say, flowers and leaves and birds, people too. No point pretending they don’t. That’s part of what makes them so precious. Death is just a natural part of life, she told us, that’s why you have to cherish being alive, and live the best you can, every single day.

But when you feel sad, you can’t just decide not to feel sad any more. At least, that doesn’t work for me. But I can try not to think about it, or to hide it so that no one notices.

I don’t know what to say, so I lean over and rest my head on Mum’s shoulder, just for a moment. She squeezes my hand in reply.

“Well,” says Mum firmly. Her voice is calmer now. “We must go to the funeral, of course. I’ll have to book tickets to London, find somewhere to stay, ask for the time off work… 20th February, that’s in half-term, isn’t it?”

“Would Dad and I have to go too?” I ask.

“It depends if he can get the time off,” says Mum. “You wouldn’t have to go, but…I’d like it if you came, Jesse. Gran would have wanted to go. As she can’t, I think we should be there to represent the family, don’t you? For all I know, we might be the only family there.”

Mum’s right. Gran would have wanted us to be there.

But that doesn’t mean that I want to go. There are so many reasons not to. I hate dressing up and formal stuff and having to be polite to people I don’t know. I know Lisa is part of our family, but I’ve never even met her. And Simran and I have got our joint history project to do together over half-term. And…

“Would I have to wear a dress for the funeral?” I ask, feeling breathless at the thought.

Mum snorts. “Where did you get that idea? When was the last time anyone got you to wear a dress? Don’t be daft. You just need to look smart, that’s all. Well, smartish.”

I breathe normally again. I knew she’d say that. I knew it would be okay. But that didn’t stop me from worrying.

Even thinking about wearing a dress, or a skirt, makes me feel uncomfortable. Maybe I’ll want to one day, but right now, I tense up and it makes my chest feel tight. Like when someone uses my full first name or like when I used to have long hair and could feel it on the back of my neck. It just feels wrong. I know the opposite feeling too. When someone listens to me and takes me as I am, without any fuss, then my whole body relaxes.

“Actually, this could be a good thing,” continues Mum. “We’ve been talking about making a trip to London for a while, haven’t we? We could stay a bit longer, see the sights, maybe go to some museums and get ideas for this history project you keep talking about. What do you think?”

“Yeah, maybe,” I say. I’m still not that keen.

“It would be some time together, just you and me, g—” She pauses, swallowing back her words. I can tell she was just about to say “girl time” before she stopped herself. “Together time,” she says firmly.

Since I told Mum and Dad I’m non-binary, they’ve both been trying so hard to say and do the right things. To be fair, they usually do okay. Once, when I borrowed Mum’s laptop for something, I saw she had a website open, with blogs from parents of non-binary kids. It was nice to know she was trying to understand it better, but kind of embarrassing too.

I’m not sure they totally get it though – that it’s not just about clothes or using the right words or any of the outside stuff – it’s about how I feel on the inside. Not like a boy or a girl, not totally anyway, just like me. Jesse. Those labels are fine for some people, I guess, but they don’t make sense for me. And when I realized that I didn’t have to accept the labels – that some other people choose not to either – then I could show people the person I was but had kept hidden away. Right now, changing my hair or what I wear is one part of feeling more comfortable in who I am, and in showing that to the world, but it’s not the only way.

“So, what do you think – a trip to London, you and me?” asks Mum.

Maybe she’s right. About the museums anyway. I’m in dire need of inspiration for our history project. Ms Grant says that each pair can do whatever we like, as long as we investigate something that matters to us and use our history skills to examine evidence and sources. It’s exciting, but hard too. Especially when Simran and I have zero ideas so far. But I want Ms Grant to think our project is the best in the class, the best ever. She’s only taught us for a term and a bit but she’s totally different to any teacher I’ve had before.

She came striding into that first lesson back in September, her red skirt swishing and huge hoop earrings swinging. Everyone was chatting and messing around as usual; it was the first week of Year Eight and no one was used to being back in school yet. The noise in the classroom made my ears ache. Even so, we all paid attention when she slammed a large pile of textbooks on her desk with a bang.

“Right, Year Eight, are we ready?” Everyone shuffled slowly back to their seats. My best friend Simran and I were sitting together as always.

She waited for silence. Dylan and Conor were the last to stop whispering. “Good. I’m Ms Grant, I’m looking forward to getting to know all of you this year. Let’s begin.”

She picked up one of the books from the pile and waved it at us.

“This is our textbook for the year. Who’s this on the cover?”

I watched a surprising number of hands go up.

“To help me get to know you, when you answer a question, please tell me your name too.” She looked round the class and pointed at Ella.

“Ella – it’s Henry VIII,” Ella said, looking pleased with herself.

“Exactly, Ella, Henry VIII. We’ve all heard of Henry VIII, haven’t we?” Lots of nods. “So, this is a bit harder, how many people were living in England and Wales when Henry was on the throne?”

Everyone stopped nodding and looked at her blankly.

I don’t usually put my hand up, but there was something about Ms Grant, the way she expected us to know things and to want to know things, that already made me want her to notice me.

I did a rough calculation in my head, then I put up my hand, but not too high, so it looked like I could just be stretching.

When she nodded in my direction, I checked behind me in case she meant someone else before saying, “The population’s about seventy million now, and there were a lot less people then, what with plagues and no proper healthcare and everything, so maybe half that?”

Simran stared at me. She was surprised to hear me say so much in class.

“Good deduction, er…?” said Ms Grant, nodding.

“Jesse,” I said.

“Well done, Jesse. Not quite that many though, but thanks for starting us off and for giving us your reasons. That kind of analytical thinking is really important for a historian.” She smiled at me and I couldn’t help smiling back. “It was actually more like 2.5 to 3.5 million.” My smile disappeared. I was way off, she must think I’m really stupid. “So, why, when there were millions of people living in Britain, do we only ever hear about one man?”

It was a real question, but no one knew how we were supposed to answer it. Of course, Dylan had a go. Whether he knows the answer or not, Dylan always has something to say. It’s like the contents of his head just pours straight out of his mouth.

“It’s not just Henry VIII though, is it? There’s his wives. You learn about them too, Miss. Oh, I’m Dylan, Miss.”

“Exactly, Dylan, we do. We hear about women who die, get cast aside or killed. But that’s not all that women did in Tudor Britain. Or what women do today. At that time, out of those two to three million people, only a few of them had the power to make decisions which affected the whole country – only the men who owned land, no one else…”

“What?” said Jasmine. “That’s so unfair.”

“Exactly,” Ms Grant acknowledged, before continuing, “which means that those men wrote the history, and that, even today, we forget that other people, other histories ever existed. But they did.

“So, we will be learning about Henry VIII,” she sighed, “and his wives. But we’ll also be learning about influential women like Margaret Beaufort, who had a huge impact on education at the time. We’ll look at the range of roles, from sailors to seamstresses, that Black people took in Tudor society. And uncover queer history too, like the relationship between royal musician Arabella Hunt and her ‘husband’ Amy Poulter.”

Jasmine made a face when Ms Grant said “queer”, then she nudged Ella, stared at me and Simran and whispered something. Just like always.

“We’ll be looking at who writes history and why, how it affects us now, and whose voices are missing. We’ll discover how we’re all part of making and recording history.” Ms Grant paused and looked around again, making sure everyone was watching her. We all were. “Who keeps a diary?”

I kept my hand down this time, but a few hands did go up. One of them was Simran’s. I glanced over at her. I didn’t know she wrote a diary. I wondered what she wrote about me.

“Or writes a blog? Or emails or messages on social media? That’s all history, it’s you recording history, what matters to you, what changes you see, the details of what your lives are really like.”

A list of sentences appeared on the whiteboard. I scanned them quickly.

History is boring.

History is all about the past.

History is about kings and queens.

History is about power.

History is about facts.

History depends on who tells the story.

History affects my life now.

History is written by the winners.

“In pairs,” said Ms Grant, “I want you to discuss these statements and pick one you agree with and one you disagree with and why. You have five minutes, go.”

Simran turned to me. “Wow,” she said after a moment. “She’s awesome, isn’t she? And a bit scary too. Did she really say we’d be studying queer history?”

“Yeah,” I said, not really listening to Simran.

I wasn’t worried about whether Ms Grant thought I was stupid any more. I was thinking about what she had said and how it made me feel – that the people and events that everyone said were so important weren’t the only ones that mattered. So maybe there was a place in history for people like me, not on the edges of the story, but right in the centre.

Thanks to Ms Grant, history lessons soon became the best part of the whole week. But that’s all going to change soon.

A few weeks ago, when we were all excited about the projects, she told us that she’ll be going on maternity leave after Easter. I can’t imagine having an ordinary teacher for history again, not after how brilliant the last few months have been with her.

Ms Grant says we’ll put on an exhibition to display all our projects before she goes. We’ll make the school hall into a gallery, like a real museum, so that our families can come in and see what we’ve researched. Maybe looking round museums in London will give me some ideas to share with Simran for our project.

The doorbell rings. Mum looks surprised.

“It’s just Simran,” I say, shovelling the last few spoonfuls of cereal into my mouth as I get up from the table. “We’re going into town, remember? Her dad’s dropping us off.”

“Oh,” says Mum. “Yes, of course, I’d totally forgotten…”

She sits there, staring at the letter. Not saying anything about me talking and eating at the same time or nagging me about putting my dirty bowl in the dishwasher.

“Mum, are you okay?” I ask. This letter has really shaken her. She’s gone all vague and dreamy, like she was in the weeks after Gran died. “I don’t have to go…”

“No, no, I’m fine.” She waves her hand at me.

The doorbell rings again. Long and shrill.

“Go on, off you go,” she says. I pick up my bowl. “Leave it, I’ll sort that.”

“Thanks, Mum!” I put the bowl back on the table, shove my feet into my trainers, down the last of the orange juice and give her a hug on my way out.
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“At last,” says Simran when I open the door. My laces are still undone. I have to shuffle carefully down the path after her so as not to fall over. “Dad’s got the twins in the car. God, they never shut up. He’s taking them swimming after dropping us off.”

“I’ll sit in the back with them,” I say. “I don’t mind.”

“If you’re sure,” she says, opening the passenger door.

I like Simran’s brothers. They badly wind her up, but they make me laugh. I’m jealous of her being a big sister, instead of the baby of the family like me. When I was younger, I used to plead with Mum and Dad for a little brother or sister. But there was only me and Tom – and he’s gone away to uni now.

“Hello, Mr Gill,” I say, fastening my seat belt. “Thanks for the lift.”

“My pleasure, Jesse.” Simran and I have been friends since we were younger than the twins and I’ve barely heard her dad say more than a couple of sentences at a time. Simran and her brothers more than make up for it though.

I’ve been collecting some really good jokes for Ranveer and Parminder, but first I let them try out their jokes on me. I always laugh, even at the rubbish ones or the ones that make no sense, despite Simran’s sighs from the front seat.

“Which Roman emperor always has a cold?” asks Ranveer, wriggling with excitement.

I make a show of scratching my head and pretending to have no idea, even though I first heard this joke when I was in Year Four like they are. “I don’t know, which Roman emperor always has…”

“Julius Sneezer!” shouts Parminder before I’ve even finished, and then does a huge pretend sneeze.

“Hey,” protests Ranveer. “That was my joke! Dad, he did my joke!”

“Boys!” says Mr Gill, quietly but firmly. “Stop showing off.”

“It’s okay,” I say to Ranveer. “I didn’t hear properly, you tell me the answer.” Ranveer repeats the punchline, I smile and tell him it’s a good one. Then, when he’s looking out of the window, I wink at Parminder.

I’m so obsessed with this history project that even Ranveer’s joke makes me think about it. Hurston used to be an important town in Roman times. There are Roman ruins in the park on the way to school and signs telling you what used to be where hundreds of years ago. Simran and I could do something about the Romans, I suppose, if we get really desperate. Maybe…but it doesn’t feel personal enough somehow.

“Dad, let us out here,” says Simran as we reach the high street. “Please, I can’t bear any more of those jokes.”

“But I’ve got a really good one,” pleads Parminder.

“Next time,” I tell him with a grin. “I promise. Thanks, Mr Gill.” Simran slams the car door behind her before I’ve even undone my seat belt.

Out on the street, Simran takes my arm and steers me through the door of the hospice shop. She loves charity shops, mixing and matching, cutting and stitching, and turning second-hand clothes into something entirely unique.

I don’t.

“I thought we were going to Over the Rainbow, not going shopping,” I say.

“In a minute, just a quick look round. I need your help.” I sigh. “No really, Jesse.” She already has a top in each hand. She holds up one in front of her, and then the other, and then the first one again. “What do you think? Which one’s best?”

I shrug. Simran looks great whatever she wears. Not like me. I’m better at knowing what I don’t like, rather than what I do. And, anyway, it’s only recently that I’ve started looking in the mirror and recognizing the person looking back. Simran calls it “finding my style”. But I think it’s more like finding a part of myself.

She snaps her fingers in front of my face. “Come on, Jesse.” I look properly this time.

“The first one,” I say at random.

“Hmm…” says Simran. “I’m not sure…” She puts both tops back on the rail. I drift over to look at the books. I’m flicking through some old Lemony Snickets when Simran taps me on the shoulder.

“What about this?”

She puts a hanger into my hand and steps back, nearly knocking an extremely ugly royal jubilee teapot off the shelf behind her. I lean forward to catch it, but it just wobbles then rights itself again.

I look at what Simran’s handed me. “For you?” I ask, surprised. It’s not her usual style.

“No, course not, for you.” I run my fingers over it. The fabric on the front is so soft, but the back is silky smooth. It’s grey, but not dull. The colour is dark and deep, but warm too. It’s…beautiful. It’s like Simran’s reached into my head, found a style that I didn’t even know I had and then conjured it into reality. She’s grinning like she knows it too. Only Simran would think of picking up a waistcoat.

“Put it on,” she says. And I do.

I normally prefer clothes that are too big for me, where I can hide inside them, but this fits perfectly. Simran claps her hands. “I’m buying it for you! Early birthday present.”

“But my birthday’s not till July!”

“Whatever, it’s yours!” I don’t even try to say no. I want it.

Once we get to Over the Rainbow, I tuck the bag under the table. We’re sitting by the window, but I am more interested in what’s happening inside the cafe than looking at the street outside. This is the place I love most in the whole world. We never bump into anyone else from our year in here. They’re all in the shopping centre, in McDonald’s or Starbucks, not this little bookshop cafe on a tiny side street. I don’t have a problem with any of them – well, except maybe Jasmine – I’m just glad that this is mine and Simran’s special, secret place.

The bunting that decorates the walls is in the colours of the non-binary, trans and Pride flags. It was this bunting that first made me stop and peer through the window a few months ago. I couldn’t go in because Mum was in a rush. We were cutting through a new shortcut she’d found back to the car park.

The next weekend I made Simran walk past with me five times, just so I could peek inside, until she got fed up and dragged me through the door.

As soon as we walked in and saw the people and the books on the shelves and the brightly coloured posters on the walls, Simran turned to me and said, “Jesse, this place is for us.”

The chairs and tables, glasses and plates, none of them match, but it doesn’t matter. I like it that way. The shelves are stuffed with books and magazines and it’s okay to flick through them even if you’re not buying one. Maz, who owns the place, is always pressing her favourite books into people’s hands, even if they’ve just come in for a takeaway coffee.

Also, people talk to each other here, even if they don’t know each other. At first that kind of freaked me out, but now I’m used to it. It’s the first place I saw two men holding hands, or someone wearing a badge saying “she/they”. Hurston’s too small to have its own Pride, but instead we’ve got Over the Rainbow. And I think that’s even better, because it’s here all year round, not just for one day.

I slurp my banana milkshake. You can get milkshakes here in every colour of the rainbow, even green, it’s so cool. Simran leans forward and looks at me expectantly. “Go on then, put it on.”

“Are you sure? What if I spill something on it?”

“You won’t, go on.”

I slip off my hoodie and put on the waistcoat instead. I feel a bit self-conscious at first. I mean, what twelve-year-old wears a waistcoat? But then I look around at what everyone else in here is wearing and start to relax. No one’s going to notice or care what I look like. And it feels good. It makes me want to throw my shoulders back and sit up taller.

“Now,” says Simran. “Half-term’s only a week away. I was thinking – we’ve got to do something good. You and me. There’s no way I’m spending the whole week stuck at home, trying to stop Ranveer and Parminder destroying the place while Mum and Dad are working. I don’t even get babysitting money. They say being a sister isn’t a job, it’s a blessing.” She snorts. “So, what do you think? Would your mum and dad mind me hanging round at yours?”

“Course they wouldn’t,” I say. “But who’d look after the twins?”

“Not. My. Problem,” says Simran fiercely. Then she softens. “Actually, Dad is working at home a bit and I’m sure for a couple of days they’ll be round at friends’ houses anyway. I can help out when they’re not. I mean, they’re not so bad really.”

“Come to mine whenever you like, we can do our history project.”

“What?” exclaims Simran. “I swear you’re obsessed with that project. Obsessed.” She shakes her head in pretend despair.

“I’m not obsessed,” I tell her. “I’m just interested. I mean, it’s loads better than normal homework, isn’t it?”

“Interested in the project or interested in Ms Grant?” asks Simran, grinning.

“In the project,” I say firmly. I look over my shoulder, pretending to be distracted by who’s coming through the door, in the hope that Simran won’t notice that I’m going red.

When I look back at her, she’s smiling an annoying smile, but she doesn’t say anything.

“So, have you had any ideas about what we can do it on?” I ask her.

Simran stretches back like a cat and flicks her long black hair over her shoulders. “Dad thinks we should do the Sikh soldiers. From World War One.”

“What Sikh soldiers?”

“Exactly. As Ms Grant always says, no one tells you about them, do they?” Simran waves her finger at me. “Dad says one in six of all the soldiers fighting for Britain in World War One came from India and loads of them were Sikh, just like my family. They were really brave and everything. Some of them fought with actual swords.”

“No way!”

“Uh huh. Dad’s got these history books full of ancient photos. He got really excited when he thought I might be interested. I suppose it is kind of cool, but I’m not sure. I’d like it best if it was our idea, not someone else’s, not even Dad’s. What do you think?”

I try to imagine Simran’s dad as one of those soldiers, going into battle brandishing a sword. But it’s much easier to picture him sitting in the big battered armchair in Simran’s living room, with a mug of tea in his hand, reading books about old battles as the twins climb all over him.

“It’s the best idea we’ve got so far,” I say. “My dad thinks we should do it on the history of flood defences in East Sussex.”

“Yawn.”

“He says they’ve got archives at his work we could go and look at.”

“Stop talking about that this second, or I’ll fall asleep right now,” threatens Simran.





[image: images]

“Hello, hello,” cuts in a cheery voice behind me. “How are my favourite customers today?”

“Leo!” exclaims Simran and jumps up to air-kiss him.

I raise my hand in acknowledgement. “Hi, Leo.”

“Hi, Jesse.” He smiles.

“Are we really your favourite customers? Really truly?” Simran asks.

“Of course,” he replies and Simran beams. Talk about interested. Simran is definitely interested in Leo. But she doesn’t have a chance with him. He’s a whole four school years above us. And he’s gay.

I recognized him from school when we first started coming in here, but I was too shy to speak to him. It’s not like Year Eights ever really talk to sixth-formers. But Simran wasn’t shy. And now Leo greets us like his best friends whenever we come in.

“More banana milkshakes?” he asks, clearing away our empty glasses. “Or…how about today’s special?” He lowers his voice, like he’s about to offer us a secret deal, and looks round as if he’s afraid of being overheard. “It’s a kale and spinach milkshake. We’re trying out some new options for the green one.”

“No thanks,” I say. “I’m okay.”

“Sorry, Leo, that sounds rank,” says Simran. “But maybe we’ll have a brownie or something? To share?”

“Brownie. Good choice,” says Leo, but he doesn’t sound like he means it. “I mean, that is, if ‘good’ is enough for you. But if instead you’re looking for spectacular—” He pauses dramatically and nods over at the counter. “There’s a white chocolate and raspberry tray bake that I happen to have had a hand in.”

He leans in. “Maz says I can do more in the kitchen, instead of out the front, if the cakes I make sell well enough. She’ll start training me up properly and everything. I’ve got loads of ideas for developing the business too. I think we could bring in loads more customers.” His voice is excited. Leo’s dream is to run his own cafe one day. Probably a whole chain of them.

“Wow, it sounds amazing,” says Simran. “We’ll definitely have that. Right, Jesse?”

“Sure,” I shrug. “Whatever.”

“What’s up, Jesse?” asks Leo, looking concerned. “You okay?”

“They’re moping about homework, would you believe?” says Simran, and she explains all about the history project and how we still haven’t found the perfect topic.

Leo looks thoughtful. “Ms Grant…the A-level group have her too. She’s great, isn’t she? I think she might be one of us, don’t you? She’s got that kind of…I don’t know…that kind of vibe about her.”

“Ms Grant? You think she’s LGBTQ?” I stare at him. “But she can’t be, she’s pregnant.”

“So?” he retorts quick as a flash. “It’s not just straight people that have kids, is it?”

I don’t say anything. My head is spinning with the idea that Ms Grant might be gay or bi. It’s none of our business really, and I know what Mum says about talking about people behind their backs, but it would be so cool if she were.

“If it were my project, I’d do something on food,” Leo continues. “Maybe some old recipes from World War Two or something and the stories behind them. People were so creative – making whole meals out of potato peelings and powdered eggs.”

Simran makes a face. “Yuck. I hope there’s no potato peelings in your tray bake!”

“You see,” I say gloomily. “That’s a brilliant idea! And you don’t even need to come up with anything!”

“You’ll both think of something awesome,” says Leo, putting his hand on my shoulder. “And if you don’t, you can have my idea, if you like. I’ll bring you your delicious tray bake. No potato peelings in sight. Gotta dash, I don’t want to get into trouble for chatting!” He nods over at Maz standing behind the counter. She looks really fierce, with her buzz cut and tattoo-covered arms, but under the surface she’s really kind. Just not in a gushy way. She might talk tough, but Leo’s not scared of her really.

“We’ve got loads of time over half-term to come up with something,” says Simran, once Leo’s gone to get our cake.

Then I remember the letter that came this morning. And the funeral. And Mum’s plans for family bonding time over half-term.

“Oh no, hold on, I might be away. It’s the funeral of Mum’s long-lost cousin and we’ve got to go to London for it, even though I’d never even met her. Mum wants to make a thing of it. It’s not just the funeral, we’ll stay over, go to some museums and stuff… I mean, that’s okay, just as long as she doesn’t try and take me shopping.”

“That’s brilliant!” Simran exclaims, clapping her hands together.

“What? Why?”

“I could come to London with you. Why not? You and me. It would be magic.” I stare at her for a long moment. The only words I’ve said that have registered with her are “London” and “shopping”.

“Simran, you can’t just randomly turn up at the funeral of someone you don’t even know. That’s weird.”

She shakes her head. “It wouldn’t be random. Or weird. I’d be with you, supporting you. Anyway, you said you’d never met her, that means that I know her just as well as you do.”

“Yes, maybe,” I say uncertainly. Simran has years of practice in out-arguing me. “But—”

“I came to your gran’s funeral, didn’t I?”

I remember Simran’s hand slipping into mine as we took our seats at the crematorium. And I remember grabbing hold of it so tight when I caught sight of the coffin at the front. I wanted to be there, to say goodbye and to remember Gran, but I couldn’t believe, I just couldn’t believe, that it was Gran in there. All the life and colour and noise of her, shut away in that wooden box. That I would never hear her tease me or ask me about school or call me “Messy Jesse” again. It was just wrong. And I remember that Simran never let go of my hand, not once, during all the blur of songs and speeches and readings, even though I must have nearly squeezed her fingers off.

It would be magic, Simran coming to London with us over half-term. With her there, I’d feel better about going to the funeral too.

For the first time since the letter arrived, I let myself think about the real reason why I don’t want to go. A funeral. A coffin. Black clothes. People crying. What if being there made me think of Gran, dead, when I’ve been trying so hard not to forget what she was like when she was alive?

I shake my head to scatter those thoughts away.

“I don’t know,” I say. “I don’t know what Mum will say. You know what she’s like about quality family time. No offence, Simran.”

Simran shrugs. “It’ll be fine. Your mum loves me.” She says it like it’s a fact. Which, to be fair, it is. Mum does love Simran.

Simran and I started Brownies together when we were seven. We were the only two new kids that term. Simran’s mum and my mum didn’t know each other but they stood together, watching nervously from the edge of the hall, worrying whether we’d settle in well, whether we’d make friends.

We played some games which were okay, and then the leaders got out paper and coloured pens and asked us to draw our pets. I think it was for some project on caring for animals; I can’t remember. I sat there for ages, not drawing anything, wondering if I should draw Cookie, my guinea pig, even though she’d died last year. And then I started feeling sad about Cookie and thought I was going to cry and that would be awful on my first week when I didn’t know anyone and then Mum would worry about me and…then I saw what Simran was doing.

She had collected all the green pens that no one else was using for their boring kittens and gerbils and goldfish, and was drawing the biggest, fiercest, greenest crocodile ever, with huge snappy jaws.

I couldn’t stop myself saying, “You can’t draw that, you don’t have a pet crocodile.”

She stared right back at me, looking nearly as fierce as the crocodile she’d drawn and said, “Who says? I can have a pet crocodile if I want, can’t I?”

Then a huge mischievous grin spread over her face.

“Have you got one too?” she asked me. “Because, maybe if you had a crocodile, they could be friends. Mine won’t bite – I tamed it myself.”

In that moment, I decided I wanted this fierce, grinning, crocodile-taming girl to be my best friend.

“No,” I said, grabbing a grey pen and starting to draw. “I haven’t got a crocodile, but I have got an ostrich. She runs super-fast and lays huge eggs. Could she be friends with your crocodile?”

Simran looked thoughtful and then nodded, like she’d made an important decision. “Okay then.”

A couple of other kids gave us weird looks, but we didn’t care.

Our mums were relieved that we’d made friends, although slightly bemused by the pages of drawings we brought home of unlikely zoo animals forming cross-species friendships. And that was it, since then Mum has been Simran’s biggest fan.

Even though we went to different primary schools, Simran and I have always been close. Now it’s brilliant not just to be in the same secondary school, but to be in the same form! Then, last year, we got even closer.

I was on a sleepover at Simran’s house. We were snuggled under the duvet, eating strawberry laces, chatting, and watching this interview on YouTube with a fashion designer that she likes. It was getting late and I was drifting off to sleep. Then suddenly she said, “I think that’s like me.”

“What?”

“Are you still awake?”

“Er, not really.” I tried to focus my tired eyes on the screen. “What’s she saying?”

“She’s talking about being pan.”

“What?”

“Pansexual. It means you can like anyone, it doesn’t matter what gender they are. It’s not like being just gay or straight, it’s different.”

“Oh, okay.” I yawn. That made total sense, even to my sleepy brain. I didn’t know it was something that had a name though.

“You don’t think it’s weird?” she asked.

“No,” I replied. “When you think about it, it’s more weird that everyone isn’t like that. I mean, people are people.”

Simran sat up and gave me a hug. She looked relieved. “I guess so, but I think most people are in one box or the other.” She nodded at the screen, where the designer was still talking. “She says you shouldn’t put people in boxes at all.”

That idea stuck with me. I thought about it the next morning and the day after and the day after that. I read more and watched more and found out more stuff, and things started to make sense.

I didn’t want to be in a box either. Not because of who I might one day fall in love with but because of who I was inside. I found some words for it too, words that seemed to fit. And other people online who seemed to see themselves
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