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‘Protest, pride and the promise of change;

Jamie is magnificent’

Lizzie Huxley-Jones



‘This is such a wonderfully important thing’

Georgia Tennant



‘A joyful, heartfelt story of claiming your true identity’
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‘A real triumph, bursting with joy’
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‘A wonderful, wonderful story . . . a treasure’
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Have you ever had a secret?

Not a small secret, like you broke your brother’s X-wing toy, or spilled your mum’s nail varnish on the bed. I mean, a big secret. One that seems to get more massive every day you carry it around. The sort of secret you lie awake at night thinking about, and it starts popping into your head when you’re doing ordinary stuff at school.

Have you ever had a secret like that?

My secret was a weird one. In some ways, it felt like I’d been carrying it round my whole life, but other times it felt like it was still pretty new. It changed and squished itself around my brain all the time, invading my thoughts when I was trying to watch something or just walk home from my friends’ houses. But it didn’t seem to be hurting anyone, my secret. So I just carried it around with me.

It was always there though.

It whispered at me when I got dressed and when I tried to do something with my hair. It muttered louder when we went swimming with school, or when I needed to use a public toilet. It got extremely irritating when I had to go clothes shopping with Mum, though for a long time I thought that was just because I hated shopping in general. Mum used to moan as she dragged me through the racks that I wasn’t being helpful, and would I just choose something already? And I’d point to something and she’d roll her eyes to the security  cameras like she was the star of her own show and say not that, I didn’t mean something like that, and the whole thing would start again.

My secret rode home with me on the bus, prodded me when a stranger talked about me. It was always there. 

It got to be a sort of friend, my secret. I suppose it was better than it being my enemy. And thinking about the secret actually didn’t make me feel bad. When I thought about the secret, I felt OK. Happy, even. Sometimes I felt like it was me and the secret against the world. Like only we knew the truth.

It was Year Four that I first said my secret aloud. To Ash, obviously, because you can tell anything to Ash and he won’t bat an eyelid. Some people think this means he’s unresponsive, but it’s because he’s actually really cool, and perfect at calculating risks. That time one of the kids in 5A brought a tarantula into school he just shrugged because, like he said later, it wasn’t as though the spider was going to leg it across the school like an Olympic sprinter and climb up his leg. Compared to a tarantula in the backpack, what I had to say didn’t seem like that much of a big deal. But even so, my legs had turned into jelly and it felt like my stomach had fallen out of my bum because what if this was the end of my friendship with Ash?

I said it quietly, so if he did shout WHAT I could pretend he’d misheard me.

‘I’m not a girl or a boy, Ash.’

There was a weird sort of silence that made my lungs freeze, like the time my brother pushed me into the icy plunge-pool on holiday.

Ash blinked. ‘Oh, right,’ he said, looking at me with flared nostrils. Ash doesn’t get wide-eyed, he gets wide-nostrilled, which is fine in summer but no good at all when winter comes and he has a perpetual cold, let me tell you. ‘So. Are you still going to be called Jamie?’

‘Yes,’ I said, deciding right that second that Jamie was my name and I was going to stick with it. ‘But don’t use “he” or “she” when you’re talking about me. Neither of them sound right. They’re not . . . my words. You can say, “I know Jamie Rambeau, they’re a super-cool person”.’

Ash nodded. ‘OK. I can manage that, I think. What if I forget?’

‘Then I’ll be really cheesed off,’ I said. ‘But you’ll try harder not to forget next time, won’t you?’

We looked at each other and smiled. I suddenly felt lighter than I had done for ages, like I’d inhaled a hundred helium balloons and I could go floating right up to the ceiling, maybe right up to the clouds or into space. 

I told Daisy next. Daisy is my other best friend, and she’s the one who makes the decisions and keeps me and Ash entertained at the weekends. She had more questions but got used to it, eventually.

Mum and Dad were next, and my big brother, Olly. Maybe it was a bit weird for me to tell my friends before my family, but on some level I think it annoyed me that I had to tell them at all. They were my family, they should just know, surely? Turns out, parents need stuff spelling out for them a lot of the time, and they’re not nearly as smart as they think they are.

They had lots of questions, way more than Daisy. They wanted to know what, if anything, was going to change with my name, my clothes, my pronouns, and they even asked about my favourite video games, for some reason. But then Dad did some research and after a while they both stopped bringing it up at dinnertimes. Sometimes I wonder if they’re actually OK with it or if they got bored of talking about it. And Olly? Well, he shouted HOORAY and immediately started trying to open a bottle of Mum’s champagne (She stopped him before he got very far.) He came out as gay a few years ago, so was delighted to have someone else in the family under the rainbow flag.

Pretty soon everyone else in my class heard about me not being a boy or a girl, and they all started using they when they talked about me (without me even asking!) which felt amazing. Jamie Rambeau coming out wasn’t even the most interesting thing to happen that week – not when a mix-up in the school kitchens meant the creation of Double Chips Friday to get rid of a potato surplus.

But then the teachers heard about me. Things got a bit messy after that. There was a week where Mum and Dad were asked to go into school for important meetings and I had to sit there whilst they talked about me like I wasn’t there and decided things without asking me. But it worked out, in the end. Mum and Dad are used to it now, and they get my words right almost all of the time, and the teachers know who I am and things are pretty good.

At least, things were pretty good.


Until recently.

Until we started Year Six. That was when everything went wrong.
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‘We’ve only just started this year and they already want us to think about a new school,’ I sighed, kicking the heel of my shoe against the wall. It was late September, the summer lingering like a houseguest that’s got nowhere better to be, and we were outside in the playground making the most of the late sunshine. The bell had rung two hours ago, but this evening was the annual Year Six meeting about Secondary School. The teachers had invited all of us Year Sixes to stay on the premises, to save us going home and then traipsing back again.

Me and my friends had gone outside to get some fresh air, and I’d secured an excellent seat on top of the low wall that circled the playground, with a view of the sun setting down behind the school.

‘It’s like they can’t wait to get rid of us.’

‘Can’t wait to get rid of you,’ Daisy said, grinning at me. ‘Some of us they’ll be devastated to see go.’

Ash spluttered. ‘Daisy, last year Mr Hill said you were driving him to retirement.’

‘That’s only because I’m so clever I forced him to confront the truth – that he’s a dried-up cornflake of a man who should have retired during the war.’

Daisy and Ash and me are all best friends. We’re like one person who’s been split into three, or an equilateral triangle where each of us is one of the sides and together we form a perfect shape. My mum actually calls us the Bermuda Triangle when she’s ticked off with us, but we don’t care. We’ve been best friends since we were babies, and we know everything there is to know about each other. For example, I know that Ash lets his older sister practise pedicures on him for her college course, and I know Daisy is in love with Meathead Michael Holloway from down her street, even though she pretends not to be. And they both know about the time me and Olly locked ourselves into the bathroom at our grandparents’ by accident and Grandad had to climb up a ladder and through the tiny window to rescue us.

Daisy stuck a hand into her bag and rummaged around in it, in search of one of the mini Mars Bars she scattered into her bag once a week. They’d end up hidden under books and pencil cases like buried treasure and sometimes they’d get super-squashed and end up looking like caramel slugs, but she’d still eat them. ‘The teachers would have us all working down a mine if they could, anyway. You heard Mr Hill when we went to look around the gallery in town – he said we should all be “out earning a crust instead of learning about drama and art”.’

I snorted. Mr Hill and I hadn’t exactly been best buddies. By the end of the last year, he had refused to talk to me or about me at all. That was great in some ways because it meant I never got picked on to answer questions about algebra, but it was pants in other ways because Mr Hill was in charge of the school football team, and if he didn’t like you, you didn’t get in.

Luckily, Miss Palanska, our Year Six teacher, is the exact opposite of him. She runs the drama club and wears pencils stuffed into her pink hair and has lots of tattoos. She had offered to throw our class a pizza party since we’d all had to stay late at school for this meeting. When most teachers say ‘pizza party’ they mean a damp finger of supermarket pizza warmed over a candle, but Palanska had got the good stuff delivered, and had even remembered to order some vegan options. The way to her students’ hearts was  paved with pizza-shaped bribes and we absolutely loved her for it. It had been a great afternoon.

‘Any thoughts about schools?’ Miss Palanska had asked, sitting on her desk. She’d put some old Tom and Jerry cartoons on the whiteboard and they were half-projected onto her arm so Jerry kept running through her and disappearing. ‘Don’t be shy if you want to ask questions, it can be a bit worrying going to a big new place, I know.’

‘How come St Joseph’s has got a swimming pool?’ Grace Pavers asked in annoyance. She was one of those sporty kids who you just know is going to be on TV one day winning a million gold medals. ‘And Queen Elizabeth’s has only got a football pitch?’

Palanska grinned. ‘I’m not sure I can help with the lack of swimming pool, Grace. I was thinking more . . . is anyone worried about the actual learning experience?’

‘I am.’ Weedy Pavel Gabrielczyk put his hand up. ‘I don’t even know what an essay is, and they say we’re going to have to write loads of them.’

‘An essay is like a book report,’ Palanska said kindly. ‘And they’ll show you how to write one, they’re not going to sit you down for an exam as soon as you get through the door.’ She got up and dusted off her hands. Then she came over to my table where I was playing HangNoughts with Daisy and Ash. HangNoughts is a game we invented in the summer – it’s a cross between Hangman and Noughts and Crosses. Ash had a whole notebook full of the rules, though we’d never actually had chance to teach anyone else.

We looked up as Miss Palanska came over. She stared down at the game, which we play on squared paper that Daisy pinches from the Maths cupboard. ‘You three alright?’ she asked quietly.

Ash doesn’t like being talked to by teachers, even nice ones, and he constantly worries that we’re going  to get done for using the maths paper without asking, so he just went red and looked away, leaving Daisy and me to smile.

‘We’re good,’ I said. ‘Thanks for the pizza party.’

‘Oh, you’re welcome, sweetheart. Are you OK with schools, and everything?’ she asked me.

‘Big school doesn’t scare me,’ I said. ‘It’s just going to be the same as this.’

‘Except bigger,’ Daisy said, drawing a line through three noughts. ‘Hangman.’

‘What?’ Ash blurted out, leaning over to see.

Miss Palanska’s eyes moved from me to Daisy and then to Ash and back to me, and I noticed a tiny frown crease itself between her eyebrows. ‘But I did wonder, Jamie . . .’ she started to say.

‘MISS! MISS!! PAVEL’S GOT HIS ELBOW IN THE GARLIC DIP!’ Grace suddenly screeched from across the room.

Palanska turned away to deal with Pavel, and whatever she had been going to say had to be put on hold. I didn’t think any more about it. It’s amazing how much I wasn’t thinking about, right then.

But honestly, it’s a wonder kids aren’t constantly levitating with worry, especially Year Sixes. We’re given heaps of worries from September onwards, and it’s pretty much impossible to handle them all. You’ve got to pick a few to focus on and let the others sort of wash over you or you’ll lose your mind. I was worried about SATs, and my grandma’s dog Jellybean because she was old, and about Olly, who had decided only the weekend before last to become a goth (and then got grounded the next day for getting black lipstick all over the new white towels). I wasn’t really worried about myself because I was happy with myself.

But I was about to find out that, despite what I’d thought, not everyone else was happy with me. The meeting that evening turned out to be just the start.

Right then though, I was too busy laughing at Ash trying to wangle a non-squished mini-Mars from Daisy. She was offering him a squashed one, trying to convince him they were just as good.

‘There’s Mum,’ she suddenly said, grinning as she was given an excuse to get away from Ash’s pestering. She put a flat chocolate into Ash’s hand, then hopped down from the wall and skipped over to her mum, waving. Me and Ash got down more reluctantly and walked over like we were in slow motion. Daisy’s mum, Denise, isn’t a horrible person, exactly, she’s just one of those parents who you’re never quite sure about. She does a lot of what Ash calls Extreme Eye Contact (or EEC), which neither of us like because it’s like she’s trying to see right into our minds. She did EEC a lot to me when I first told her about myself. She used to cuddle me and call me Jamie Jamster when we were little but after I told  everyone I was non-binary she started treating me like a little green alien from Jupiter, speaking extra-loud and slow in case I’d forgotten how to understand English.

‘Why has she come dressed as the Cookie Monster?’ Ash whispered under his breath, and I had to try hard not to explode because it was true – Denise was wearing a fluffy blue coat which made her look like she lived on Sesame Street.

I’ve always suspected that Denise isn’t a fan of Ash, either – that she mistakes him being quiet for being rude. It isn’t Ash’s fault he’s so reserved, not everyone is an open book. And if you take the time to really get to know him, you find out he’s the nicest person ever, and he is so caring about the people he likes. But Daisy’s mum hasn’t got the patience to try. I dread to think what she says about us to Daisy when we’re not there.

‘Hel-LO, Jamie,’ she said when we got close enough, stretching out the words like toffee. She gave me one  of those fake smiles that don’t reach the eyes, and screwed up her nose like a hamster. ‘And Ash. Gosh, haven’t you grown!’

‘Hi, Mrs Adewumi,’ Ash said to the ground.

‘Hi, Denise,’ I said in a normal voice. ‘I like your coat.’ Ash gave me a horrified look, but Denise beamed at me.

‘Thank you, sweetheart, got it in Matalan. Reduced to a tenner, can you believe it?’ She preened, and I gave her a smile whilst Ash kept looking at the ground to hide the fact that his face was twitching the way it does when he’s trying not to laugh. ‘Are your parents here yet, Jamie?’ she asked, suddenly turning on the EEC so strong that I was sure she could describe the inside of my skull with perfect accuracy.

‘They got here ten minutes ago.’ I pointed at the reception. ‘You know them, they had to go get front row seats.’

Denise nodded, somehow still managing not to blink. ‘Oh, I don’t blame them for that. Difficult enough as it is trying to see who’s on that little stage, sometimes you can hardly hear what they’re saying, either. Speaking of which, we’d better get inside, don’t you think? Come on, Daisy.’ She gave me another one of those wide fake smiles, and clamped her hands down on Daisy’s shoulders to steer her towards the school.

Ash and I gave them a bit of a head start before following. ‘Why does she talk to you like you’re simple?’ Ash asked, asking the obvious like he always did.

‘Because she thinks I am. She thinks Daisy’s an undiscovered genius and that you and me are holding her back and being bad influences in every way possible.’

‘Are we?’ Ash asked in alarm.

‘Of course not. We’re amazing influences. Especially you.’ I patted him on the shoulder. ‘But you know what Denise is like. She wants Daisy to be what she thinks is normal, not what’s actually normal. She probably wishes she could get Daisy away from us both.’

Ash pushed his glasses up his nose. ‘Well, she’s not going to have much luck, unless she locks her away and home-schools her or something.’

‘No chance, Daisy’s still traumatised after home-schooling during lockdown. She’d run away from home, I think. Anyway, she loves school. She’s already bought her uniform for Queen Elizabeth’s.’

Ash kicked at the concrete underfoot. ‘I don’t want to be at school without Daisy next year,’ he said. ‘I don’t know how to do stuff when she isn’t around. She tells me what to do.’

‘Because she’s a bossy-boots.’

‘No. I mean, yeah she is, sometimes. But I meant because she’s just good at getting things started. Games, or projects, or going places. She’s good at that.’

‘She is,’ I agreed. ‘Don’t worry, you’ll see each other after school every day I bet, and weekends and holidays. It’s going to be fine. Promise.’ There wasn’t anything else I could do or say. We’d always been together, the three of us, ever since we were in Nursery. It started when Denise and Sana – that’s Ash’s mum – had invited my mum out for a coffee after playgroup. At the beginning, because we were babies and couldn’t even roll away from each other, we pretty much had to be friends. But soon we realised we liked each other for real. Over ten years, we had become the perfect team. It sucked that this was the last year we were going to be at school together. A decade of friendship, about to be brought to a sudden end by the joint efforts of Queen Elizabeth’s and St Joseph’s Secondary Schools.

I spotted my parents as soon as we went into the hall – they were at the front, just as I had predicted, leaflets in their hands and looking keenly at the empty stage like  they were frightened of missing something. Dad had come wearing an actual suit, and Mum was in a dress. No one else’s parents were dressed like they were here for a business meeting, not even Pavel’s mum, who owns three of the shops in town (she was wearing a metallic purple tracksuit and her plastic nails were clacking on her phone as she emailed frantically). My parents had left a seat between them for me so I would be unable to talk to anyone or escape.

‘You nearly missed the start,’ Mum hissed as I sat down. ‘Where’ve you been?’

‘I’ve been playing in the middle of the road with scissors and broken glass,’ I said, which was my usual answer when Mum asked where I’d been.

‘Don’t be cheeky, the teachers will hear you. You’re supposed to be making a good impression.’
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