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Olivia Santos’s tutor group was held in the music classroom. Posters of musical instruments and notes and scales littered the walls, and a ring of keyboards ran around the perimeter of the room. Olivia sat up straight in her chair, listening but slightly distracted as she thought about why her form tutor, Mr Joyce, never seemed to get bored of wearing the same green tweed jacket he’d worn every day for the past four years, even during summer heatwaves.

She would miss this school and its quirks when she left at the end of the year. On the whole.

‘Welcome back to your final year, everyone! I hope you’re ready, Year Elevens: this isn’t a year to throw away.’ Mr Joyce enthusiastically gesticulated as he spoke. ‘This is what you’ve been working up to, what you’ve been waiting for. I hope you’ll keep that in mind as the weeks go on and we get closer to exams. It’s time to take your education seriously.’ He’d been saying the same thing since Olivia had started in Year Seven, but this year it felt poignant.

Mr Joyce ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair and sat down behind his desk. ‘You’ll see in front of you a sheet I’d like you to fill out. Properly, mind. I know what some of you are like. I want you to write down five goals for the year ahead, and then stick the sheet to the front of your new homework planners. You’ve got ten minutes.’

Olivia drew her hand into the middle of the table to take the worksheets and handed them out one by one to the group around her. Next to her sat Tabby, one of her best friends and fellow member of the book club she ran, The Paper & Hearts Society, and, today, new girl at school.

Olivia took a pen from her brand-new pencil case with the floral meadow design – she’d loved going on a stationery shopping spree with Cassie and Henry at the weekend – and started writing.

MY GOALS FOR THE SCHOOL YEAR AHEAD:

1) Achieve good GCSE results by putting in the
revision time and focusing on my studies.

2) Read twenty-five new books – because reading
is one of the best ways to improve your
spelling, punctuation and grammar!

3) Do all I can to add to my CV because it’s
my dream to one day become a book editor.

4) Get involved with the library as much as I can – 
because it’s so important to support it!

5) Attend extra revision sessions in physics
and maths to boost my grades.

‘I’ve never seen anyone so enthusiastic about school in my life,’ Tabby said. Olivia could feel her friend’s watching eyes on her as she scribbled away. Tabby looked down at the piece of paper as if it were an alien life form. ‘I don’t know what to put. I never had to do this at my old school; I don’t think they really cared if we had any goals or aspirations in life. They just left us to get on with it!’

‘I always think,’ Olivia said, offering a reassuring smile, ‘that if you’re unsure it’s best to start small. Take one subject, like French, for example, and think about what you’d like to improve on in your lessons, or the other stuff you can do to help your learning outside of school. Don’t overwhelm yourself. And teachers are always impressed if we think about personal goals, outside lessons.’

‘Where have you been all my life? Can you just live inside my brain, Livs?’

‘I’ve been right here all along, just waiting for you to turn up, my friend!’ She laughed. ‘And, no, I’d be far too annoying in your brain after a while. You’d be wanting to get rid of me.’

As Tabby got on with filling out her sheet, Olivia allowed herself to think about the promise of the new school year. She loved nothing more than the first day back: putting on her clean uniform, the familiar weight of her blazer wrapped around her shoulders and her tie looped around her neck. She didn’t even mind the blisters that would inevitably pain her feet because they meant brand-new shoes, and her parents always treated her to a new bag. This year she’d gone for a brown faux-leather rucksack which fitted snugly on her back. She also loved that first moment walking through the school door: the excitement in the air as everyone crowded into the main corridor, sharing summer holiday stories, squealing and laughing and shouting.

Olivia cast her mind back to this morning when, far too early in the day for pictures, her parents had taken the annual back-to-school photograph of her and her younger sister, Kimberley, standing by the front door in their uniforms. It was the one that would be sent to her grandmother, her lola, as well as her aunties and uncles back home in the Philippines, and would undoubtedly be compared to all her cousins’ photos.

‘Your ten minutes is over!’ Mr Joyce clapped his hands together and stood up. ‘Now, would anyone like to read theirs out …? No? No offers? Anyone?’

The room had gone deadly silent. Olivia didn’t mind reading hers out, but she didn’t want to be too keen. She noticed the looks that her fellow students gave her sometimes, and she didn’t think it would be good to go full-on Hermione Granger too early in the year.

‘Well, then, I’ll have to pick someone. Tabitha, why don’t you come up and join me at the front? Everyone, this is Tabitha. She’s new to our tutor group this year.’

Olivia felt Tabby bristle next to her and immediately felt guilty for not having offered herself.

Tabby scraped her chair back slowly and shuffled to the front. She stood in front of the wipe board, next to the trolley full of triangles and xylophones and shakers, and took an audible shaky breath in.

If I could have saved her this, I would have done. Poor Tabby!

Olivia felt for her friend: she remembered her own first day at school, when she’d felt the difference between her new life in England and her life back home in the Philippines that she still felt she could return to. At least Tabby knew her and Henry at school; when Olivia had begun, she’d known nobody.

But it wasn’t only that. Tabby had struggled with anxiety over the summer. Olivia could see just how nervous she was, one hand knotted in the sleeve of her blazer while the other gripped the paper for dear life. There was a furrow in her brow and a tightness to her jaw, and Olivia tried to psychically send her good vibes, just to ease her discomfort. She hoped it would work.

‘Hello,’ Tabby said squeakily, clearing her throat after she’d spoken. ‘Um, hi, I’m Tabitha, but you can call me Tabby. My goals for the year are to improvemyFrenchaccent and getusedtowhere everything is intheschool and trytodo atleast one afterschoolactivity.’

She’s talking faster than me even when I’m at my most excitable! Olivia thought, having to concentrate super-hard to understand even a little of what Tabby was saying.

‘And before you go back to your seat, would you like to tell us a little bit about yourself?’ Mr Joyce asked. Even he looked like he’d had to focus more than he’d expected.

Tabby fixed her gaze on Olivia, and she slowed down. ‘Well, I’m originally from Cheltenham,’ she said, ‘but I moved here over the summer, which is when I met Olivia. We had a summer full of bookish adventures with our book club!’

At Tabby’s words, Olivia could almost feel the hot summer sun on her skin, hear the rumbling of Ed’s van as they’d travelled around the country, immersed in literary culture. A soft smile tugged at her lips in remembrance.

Mr Joyce laughed. ‘That sounds very much like our Olivia,’ he said. ‘Lovely, thank you Tabby. Take your seat. And now I’ve got some news I’ve been asked to share, so listen up!’

‘Was that okay?’ Tabby asked as she slipped in next to Olivia, her cheeks flushed a brilliant red.

‘You were amazing,’ Olivia whispered, patting her on the shoulder. ‘I promise. Just … next time maybe take it a little slower? I thought you were going to take off, you were talking so fast!’

‘Ugh, I knew it,’ Tabby groaned. ‘I hate speaking in front of people! I wanted the ground to swallow me up!’

‘Honestly, you were great. You have nothing to worry about.’

‘… And if there are any students who wish to take books out of the library this year, new library rules require you to fill out a permission slip signed by a parent or guardian, which should be returned as soon as possible. The library is open from break-time today, where you can collect your permission slips.’ He scrolled down on to the next slide. ‘There will be a business and careers fair at the end of—’

What’s that about permission slips? We’ve never had to fill them out before. It was a given right that everyone had access to the library and its collection, whether reading for pleasure or for academic studies. They’d had to sign student declarations when they’d first started at the school to promise to return all books and look after them, but that was it.

‘That’s weird,’ Olivia muttered to Tabby. ‘That’s really weird. Why do we need a permission slip to take books out of the library?’

‘Olivia, is everything okay?’ Mr Joyce interrupted, pausing his reading. ‘I gather you might be talking Tabby through everything, but please stop a moment while I finish what I have to say. Thank you.’

‘Sorry, Mr Joyce,’ Olivia said, scribbling, We need to investigate on Tabby’s school planner.

The bell went for the first lesson.

‘You are dismissed. Remember what I said – start as you mean to go on. It’s time for your final year at secondary school!’

‘What have you got first lesson again?’ Olivia asked, heading out with Tabby. They’d planned to meet Henry, Olivia’s friend and Tabby’s boyfriend, at the end of the music corridor, so he could show Tabby to her classroom.

‘PE, followed by chemistry. Talk about being thrown in at the deep end!’

‘I commiserate with you, my dear friend. That is indeed the worst of luck.’

Tabby shook her head. ‘Why do you suddenly sound like Jane Austen? Or is that a stupid question?’

Olivia gave her a smug grin. That was exactly what she’d been aiming for.

They let the passing students crowd and bunch around them as they stood fast, waiting for Henry. It only took a few minutes for him to turn up and he wasn’t hard to spot. Taller than most, with tortoiseshell glasses and floppy hair that kept falling into his eyes, Henry was a few heads higher than the rest of the crowd. He waved dorkily as he saw them, and when he approached, leant down to kiss the top of Tabby’s forehead.

‘Is that allowed here?’ Tabby squeaked, looking around her.

‘Ah, young love!’ Olivia teased, thinking of her girlfriend Cassie, who would probably be in art at the college on the other side of town right now, which she attended with Ed, their other friend. That was the one thing she didn’t like about school: that Cassie was no longer here with her. Hopefully things would improve now she had Tabby, as well as Henry, to keep her company.

‘I bet I make a fool of myself, numerous times, by the end of the day. I’m bound to, aren’t I?’ Tabby closed her eyes. ‘This is going to be a disaster.’

‘It will be fine!’ Olivia consoled. ‘We’ll look after you and show you where everything is and it’ll be like you’ve always been here. Isn’t that right, Henry?’

Henry nodded and wrapped his long arms around Tabby’s shoulders. ‘Of course. We’re here for you, silly. Today, I will be your own personal satnav!’

‘Lucky me! At least Ed isn’t leading me round, I suppose. He told me he got lost once walking from the kitchen to his bedroom.’

Henry chuckled. ‘Typical Ed. He’ll never change.’

‘I feel so new,’ Tabby continued. She pointed at her uniform. ‘I’m sure this blazer is too big and my skirt feels way too long. And that’s not even thinking about these shoes. The blisters are going to kill. I wish I could just wear my Converse.’

Olivia noticed the blue blazer looked even darker on Tabby, contrasted against her strawberry-blonde hair; it was stiff and uncrumpled, the ultimate unworn look.

‘You could always go barefoot,’ Henry suggested with a smirk, which earnt him a protesting whack on the arm.

It was time for them to move: the corridors were already getting quieter, and Olivia hated being late to lessons. It gave her less time to set up all her stuff and get organised.

‘Come and meet me in the library at break-time!’ Olivia called as they parted ways. ‘You’ll see where it is: it’s the room with the big sign that says “Library” above it.’

‘Very helpful, thanks!’ Tabby said, shaking her head to reinforce the sarcasm in her voice.

Olivia giggled. ‘See you later!’

Is there anything in the world more magical than a library? Olivia thought as she pushed open the double doors and burst through, free from the last two hours of equations.

Whose idea had it been to schedule double maths for the first day back, anyway? She may have loved first days, but that was pushing even Olivia’s limits.

She’d spent many contented hours in this library, ever since she’d walked in that first time in Year Seven and lost herself for the entire lunch-time in the hundreds upon hundreds of books around her. In a library, there were millions of possibilities right in front of you. The key to other worlds, doors to other people and experiences, pathways to understanding the world.

In a library, she was at her happiest: exploring bookcases, finding new titles, running a finger along the spines and conjuring up memories of the books she’d read and loved.

Bliss.

Miss Carter, the school librarian, wasn’t strict about keeping the library completely silent because, as she’d told Olivia in the past, she wanted it to be friendly for all students, a refuge of sorts.

‘I cater to everyone,’ Miss Carter was fond of saying, ‘not just the most bookish and studious people, but also to students who might find libraries daunting. I won’t force people to be silent.’

For students who did want peace and quiet, there was a small side room with study booths and tables; with the main library and its offshoots, it was the best of both worlds.

Olivia had planned to head straight to Miss Carter’s desk, but she was sidetracked by a book she’d wanted to read for a long time – My Box-Shaped Heart by Rachael Lucas – sitting right there on the bookcase as she came in! It must be a sign. A sign that she absolutely had to read it. She’d come back for it on her way out.

The wall shelves and individual bookcases ran all down the right-hand side, while on the left were tables for students to work and read at. Olivia followed the route down the middle to Miss Carter’s desk.

She was sitting behind it now, her platinum-blonde hair tied back in a chignon, wearing a crisp white shirt, bright red lipstick completing her stylish appearance. Overflowing with piles of paper and stacks of books, strewn with Post-it notes and pens, Miss Carter’s desk was notorious for being chaotically organised. She always knew where everything was, even if nobody else could tell among the disarray.

Olivia created a queue by standing behind a girl already at the desk.

‘Without a permission slip, I’m afraid you can’t take anything out,’ Olivia heard Miss Carter say.

Nothing at all? Olivia wondered. Not a single book? 

She’d have to rethink her idea and come back another day.

‘But I only wanted this one book,’ the girl said, ‘and I’ll bring a permission slip in tomorrow if I have to. I’ll look after it, promise.’

She had bronzy brown hair, cropped into a loose bob, and in her frustration she was pulling at the tie around her neck, loosening it away from her half-untucked, somewhat crumpled shirt.

Miss Carter took a piece of paper from the pile on her desk, handing it to the girl. ‘No can do, sorry, Nell. I know you’ll look after it, and I’d love to sign it out for you, but it’s the new school policy and I’ll get in trouble if I let you have it without your parent or guardian’s permission first.’

‘Hold on a minute,’ Olivia said. She didn’t bother pretending she hadn’t been eavesdropping on their conversation. ‘I don’t get what’s going on. Why do we suddenly need permission to … well, to read?’

‘Hi Olivia,’ Miss Carter said. Was it Olivia’s imagination or did she detect weariness in Miss Carter’s voice? ‘It’s a long story, but I have to uphold the school’s policy and that means carrying out these procedures.’ She handed Olivia one of the forms on her desk.

‘Procedures?’

The girl – Nell – picked up the book she’d been trying to take out. ‘Well, I’ll be going then,’ she said. ‘I’ll put the book back on the shelf on my way out. See ya, Miss Carter.’

‘WAIT.’ Olivia composed herself. ‘What does that label on your book say?’ Slow, calm. Not at all like the pace of her heart, which had picked up and was booming in her ears as Nell lifted the book high enough so Olivia could read the bold letters covering most of the cover.

WARNING: CONTAINS REFERENCES TO LGBT RELATIONSHIPS. YOU MUST HAVE RETURNED PERMISSION SLIP SIGNED BY PARENT OR GUARDIAN BEFORE YOU CAN TAKE THIS BOOK OUT, WITH CORRECT BOX TICKED.

No, no, no, no, NO WAY is this real! I. THINK. I. MIGHT. SCREAM!!!!!

‘But what does this mean?!’ Olivia exclaimed, in a voice not exactly suitable for even this liberal-minded, noise-friendly library.

‘I’m sorry,’ Miss Carter repeated, pinching the bridge of her nose. ‘It’s the new school policy. At the end of last year, a parent complained because their child took a YA book home that featured two boys in a relationship. The mother was horrified and – I shouldn’t even be telling you this, not really. Let’s just say it’s not been the easiest start to the school term.’

‘I can’t believe this,’ Olivia said, running her hands through her hair in utter disbelief. She took the book from Nell, moving her finger over the label as if it would give her an electric shock any moment.

‘This is just wrong.’

Olivia looked up; it hadn’t been her who had spoken. It was Nell. Her eyes were wide, her nostrils flaring. ‘You can’t stand for this, Miss.’

‘I’m sorry, I really am. Do you think I haven’t tried everything, girls?’ Miss Carter kept her voice hushed. ‘I’m sorry. I’m doing all I can, but I’m only one librarian.’

Olivia ignored her. ‘I just can’t believe this! What an affront! An outrage!’

Nell nodded. ‘I guess I’ll come back for the book another day, then,’ she said. ‘Once the school has got over its bigotry.’

With that, Nell spun on her heel and stalked out. Olivia watched her back as she left, the double doors slapping behind her.

The library had always been Olivia’s sanctuary. She could wander the shelves and know she was amongst friends inside the pages; she was surrounded by knowledge and information, books that offered comfort and support.

But she had to leave – for the first time in her entire life she couldn’t stay in the library any longer. Just the sight of it made her feel sick to her stomach.

She put her head down and strode to the door, a sense of relief washing over her as she came out the other side.

‘I finally found it!’ Tabby said, approaching. ‘I feel like I was walking around for hours, up and down basically every flight of stairs and embarrassingly I even went into the lunch hall at one point, but I got here eventually … Olivia, what is it?’

Olivia shook her head against the imploring look Tabby was giving her.

‘I’ll tell you when we’re with Henry. I can’t bear to tell the story twice!’




Cassie: ed, where are you? i can’t find your car, i’m waiting outside the art block and i swear if it starts to rain i will never speak to you again

Ed: Have you seen the HUGE GLOWING THING IN THE SKY? It is not going to rain!!! I’m on my way, I just got caught up in geography!

Cassie: hurry up

Olivia: How was your first day?!

Ed: GOOD! How about yours? A GIRL IN MY DRAMA CLASS JUST GOT A NEW KITTEN AND I SAW ALL THE PICTURES AND I ALMOST DIED OF CUTENESS OVERLOAD

Cassie: you can’t be hurrying if you’re messaging at the same time

Ed: I AM hurrying!! Your carriage will be there to pick you up in a minute I promise OR you can walk home if you’d rather!

Ed: OH NO GOTTA GO I SEE CASSIE AND SHE LOOKS ANGRY
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‘A sweet and joyful story about friendship *
and celebrating your passions ... I can’t wait
to see more in the sequel!’ o ®

ALICE OSEMAN, author of Heartstopper V) .

‘The perfect book for bookworms, and should be
read by anyone and everyone who is not
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o ° (or is) ashamed to be a bit of a book nerd’

RUBY GRANGER ’

‘An absolute delight’
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‘If you're looking for an authentic UKYA voice,

i!({ and a story alive with a passion for books —
you won't want to miss this’

MAGGIE HARCOURT, author of Unconventional

‘A heartwarming, uplifting look at the power of
friendship and the dangers of bullying online’
LAUREN JAMES, author of
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