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Tabitha Brown’s heart thudded in her chest as she read the Instagram caption on her phone. Best night with my favourite girls!

She didn’t want to look, but she couldn’t help but scrutinise every inch of the picture – Jess, her blonde, crinkled hair flowing down her shoulders, with her arms round two other girls, all three beaming into the lens. They looked like the best of friends.

You really shouldn’t be looking, Tabby thought. There’s absolutely no reason to.

But still she did.

She was sprawled out on the lawn in her gran’s back garden, a book open by her side – Solitaire by Alice Oseman – and prescription sunglasses over her face.

Gran’s garden wasn’t huge, but she’d made the most of the space: there were pots teeming with flowers on the patio, beautiful clematises climbing up the side of the wall and dahlias spread open in bright, pink bloom; they’d only just begun to flower. Tabby’s favourites, though, were the almost-black cornflowers, a shock of vivid blue every few flower heads catching her eye. Gran had sent her a packet a few years ago, which she’d grown back home in Cheltenham. Then, they’d reminded her of Gran; now, they reminded her of home, so many miles away, being packed up. Soon, she’d have a new home here to think about.

She opened the comment box and took a deep breath in. They weren’t your favourite girls before, she typed, but deleted it a second later.

‘Tabby?’ Gran’s voice floated through the back door. ‘Are you coming in for lunch?’

‘Just a minute!’ she called back, slipping her phone in her pocket and picking up her book.

Gran stood at the kitchen counter, cutting the crusts off a slice of bread. She refuses to acknowledge I’m old enough to eat my crusts.

‘What were you doing out there, love? I thought the point of being outside was that you actually spent time doing something other than being glued to that mobile of yours.’

‘Nothing really,’ Tabby said. Her phone burned in her pocket.

‘Well, don’t spend too much time on it,’ Gran said, wrapping her arm around Tabby’s shoulders. ‘I don’t want you beating my high score on Candy Crush, do I?’

The surface of the kitchen table was covered with old TV magazines, bits of paper and empty medication boxes. Gran kept promising she’d tidy them up, but so far hadn’t attempted it; one of these days, Tabby was going to take matters into her own hands. For now, though, she pushed everything to one side to make room and sat down.

‘What have you got planned for the rest of the day?’ Gran asked, joining her.

‘Not much.’ Tabby patted her book. ‘Finishing this, I guess.’

And stalking Jess’s Instagram.

‘You could go out for a run. I see you brought your trainers with you. Why not pop out for a bit?’

‘No, I really just want to get on with reading.’ I don’t run. Not any more.

‘You didn’t bring many books with you. I thought you’d have come with half your bookshelf in your suitcase!’

‘What’s with all the questions, Gran? There wasn’t enough room to bring them all, and Dad made me clear loads out anyway. Apparently, I could have taken up an entire removal van with my bookshelf.’

‘Well, you’ll have to go to the library then. You brought your library card, didn’t you?’

‘I really am fine. Honestly.’

Tabby hated to get snappy, but she was content staying here, inside her blissful cocoon for ever, where the only irritation she had was Gran waking her up with One Direction blaring from her (old-school) CD player every morning. (‘You do know they’ve been split up for years, right?’ Tabby had asked, and received a sharp reply that yes, Gran did in fact know and it would be nice if Tabby never, ever mentioned ‘Wayne’ leaving because she was still highly emotional about it. Tabby hadn’t bothered to correct her.)

Gran gave her a pointed look. ‘It’s either go to the library tomorrow or come to Zumba with me. Your choice! But if it’s Zumba, I expect you to put the maximum amount of effort in. I saw you slacking last time. Rose and I could run rings around you and we have a combined age of a hundred and fifty-five.’

‘All right, I’ll go to the library. I’ll leave you and Rose to OAP Zumba.’

Gran got up and placed her hands over Tabby’s shoulders. ‘If you change your mind, I’ve got some spare Lycra you can borrow. Hot pink, I think it is – perfect for your complexion!’

Tabby swatted her away, and their laughter mingled around them as Gran kicked her leg up in the air in an imitation of a Zumba move.

‘You’ll dislocate your new hips if you’re not careful!’

‘I’m invincible,’ Gran replied. ‘Don’t you worry about me!’

Tabby felt the vibration of her phone inside her pocket.

 

Jess: So youve decided to run away early? Good luck with that

Jess: You may be able to leave but youll never get away from the fact that youre a complete loser

 

‘Got a secret admirer?’ Gran asked.

‘No.’ Tabby laughed it off. ‘It’s just one of those adverts asking me if I want a super summer saving on my phone bill.’

Palms sweating, Tabby put the phone back on the table; it clanked down harder than she’d intended. ‘What would you say to a cup of tea?’ I’ve perfected the art of distraction.

‘I’d say you were the best granddaughter in the whole world.’

I don’t know about that.
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It is a truth universally acknowledged that any book lover in want of a good book will always find one in a library.

The library was in the centre of the Dorset town where Gran had lived all her life, and now Tabby was moving here too. She was used to visiting for the Easter and summer holidays, for Christmases and birthdays, but it would be different living here. She felt she had to pay more attention to where everything was.

It was just like any other town: charity shops and too many coffee shops, the usual high street chains and big names; but there were also the well-stocked library and a gorgeous independent bookshop, Woolf and Wilde. Gran had taken Tabby there once when she was younger and let her pick out whatever book she’d wanted.

She’d chosen The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe and her dad had read it to her in the car on the way back home. She’d spent the next week bashing into the back of her wardrobe, trying to find her own way to Narnia, but to no avail.

There was a familiarity in walking through the sliding doors of the library: the smell of books old and new; the vastness of the shelves. Tabby felt like she’d known it all her life.

She headed to the YA section, scanning the shelves for books she hadn’t read before. There was a method to it: start at the top and move your way across, and then reverse back along the row to the beginning and move down to the next shelf. You had to keep your eyes skimming back and forth just in case you missed a book, and then right at the end do another quick scan to make sure nothing had escaped your attention.

Once she’d picked up a few books – Anna and the French Kiss by Stephanie Perkins, One Italian Summer by Keris Stainton, to name a couple – it was time to peruse the classics section. Please have it, please have it, please have it, Tabby prayed, thinking longingly of her bookshelf at home. Yes. There, nestled amongst the P section was The Bell Jar by Sylvia Plath.

‘You and that book are attached at the hip. One of these days I swear I’ll catch you reading it in your sleep,’ Mum had taken to saying whenever she found Tabby reading it. Which was very often.

It wasn’t just a book any more – it was Tabby’s lifeline. She lived and breathed it; it comforted and soothed and explained exactly how she was feeling even when she couldn’t understand those feelings herself.

Tabby tried to pull it out from the shelf, but it wouldn’t budge. It was as if something was caught in it, making it too big to come out easily.

She looked over her shoulder to check if anyone was watching, and then leant in closer. Prising her hand between the book and the back of the shelf, she managed to wiggle it out.

It was a well-thumbed copy with a different cover design to hers at home; the protective plastic covering the surface clearly hadn’t done much to protect it over the years, but that didn’t matter. What’s important is the inside.

Tabby opened it to find a crumpled-up piece of paper jammed inside, stark white against the yellowing pages. She unfolded it, smoothed out the wrinkles and read:

 

JOIN THE BOOK CLUB!

Know your Jane Austen from your Brontë

sisters? Got what it takes to survive The Hunger

Games? Love nothing better than sharing

recommendations and having bookish adventures?

We are a group of friends aged 15–17 who LOVE

talking about books and WE NEED YOU!

 

We’re getting bored of having the same bookish

conversations over and over again and need

fresh blood (in a non-Dracula way, of course!)

to make our book-filled hearts sing.

 

Come and help us show the world

how cool books really are!

(No literary snobs, book haters or ADULTS allowed)

(Chocolate will be supplied)

 

First meeting: 2.30 p.m. Saturday 20 July @ the park

Message Olivia @bookswithlivs on

Instagram for more details

 

Tabby tucked the poster back into the book and snapped it shut. Maybe this is a sign … I’ll think about it.

 

‘I bet you’ll have read all those books by tomorrow night,’ Gran said as they sat down to eat dinner. ‘But I suppose it’s better than you watching that Strange Thing constantly.’

For the five billionth time … ‘Stranger Things, Gran. It’s Stranger Things. And I don’t watch it constantly, but you do complain about it constantly.’

She loved her, really. She could take Gran’s cluelessness about anything that happened after 1960 if it meant she got to hug her every day and lose herself in the warm home-cooked meals and lavender smell of her jumpers.

Now that they were moving here, she’d get to see Gran as much as she wanted, and just the thought made her feel the happiest she’d felt in a long time.

Mum had been looking for a new job for a while. When one came up at the hospital in the town she’d grown up in, it had been a no-brainer: they all wanted to spend more time with Gran now she was getting older, and it had always been Mum’s dream to move back.

So Mum and Dad had packed Tabby off early to stay with Gran for a bit while they packed up the rest of the house. She hadn’t minded – she’d be able to spend loads of time like this with Gran.

Tabby considered her next words carefully, wolfing down a third helping of roast potatoes to give herself time to think. She had to act casual so Gran wouldn’t get too enthusiastic.

‘I found something at the library today.’

‘Another book, by any chance?’

‘Ha, ha. No, it was a poster actually. For a book club.’

Tabby pulled the poster out from the copy of The Bell Jar, which she’d been carrying around ever since she got back, and slid it across the table to Gran. She lifted it closer to her face and her eyes wrinkled as she smiled.

‘Oh, that’s wonderful! You’re going to go, aren’t you? A book club! What a marvellous idea. You know, I was talking to Shirley round the corner the other day and she says she’s been really enjoying that Fifty Shades of Grey book and is going to lend it to me. Do you want it afterwards? Isn’t that the kind of thing you talk about at book clubs?’

Where did I get her from? ‘No, Gran, you’re a bit late to the party with that one. I think I’ll pass.’

Tabby could swear her grandmother was going through puberty all over again. Just last week, she had been adamant about going for a slow jog around the housing estate, hoping to bump into Mr Helstone who lived over the road. Gran was particularly impressed by his obsession with growing his own veg, which she regularly dropped into conversation, despite having an intense dislike of courgette.

‘I don’t think I’m going to join. It’s not really my thing.’

Gran paused, a fork full of peas hovering mid-air. ‘Not really your thing? Tabby, you were reading before you could talk. How is a book club not your thing?’

‘I just don’t see the point in joining something.’

Gran reached across the dining table and grabbed Tabby’s hand. ‘These kids sound like they’re as obsessed with books as you are, and we need to surround ourselves with people who are just as passionate about the things in life that we are. Take Mr Helstone and his veg, for example. Now, there’s a passionate man. He’s made many friends at the local competitions he attends. Just goes to show: it’s never too late to find your people.’


‘I’ll think about it,’ Tabby said, mainly to stop the impending talk of Mr Helstone’s carrots. The last thing you need is to get close to people. It only ever ends in disaster.

Gran looked exultant. ‘No, don’t just think about it,’ she said, tapping the poster in front of her. ‘I can’t believe I’m saying this, but get your phone out and message this girl now. I know what you’re like: you’ll keep putting it off. And if you don’t do it, I’ll create my own Instagran account to do it myself and then you’ll be sorry.’

Tabby saw the hope in Gran’s eyes. It’s impossible to say no to her.

 

@WhatTabbyDid Hi, is this Olivia who left the book club poster in the library?

@bookswithlivs Yes, that’s me! HI! Are you interested in joining the club?! :D

@WhatTabbyDid Only if there are spaces left. I’d hate to take up somebody else’s if you’ve already had lots of interest

@WhatTabbyDid And don’t worry, I’m not a book hater or an adult ;)

@bookswithlivs Haha! We would LOVE to meet you!

@WhatTabbyDid So I’m okay to come on Saturday?

@bookswithlivs YES! I’m soooooooo excited about it. We’re meeting by the big tree at the far end of the park. Are you oaky to meet us there?

@bookswithlivs Oops!! Typo! I meant OKAY, obviously!

@WhatTabbyDid Haha, sounds lovely. See you there x
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