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        Chapter 1
      

         

         Some things change, and some things stay the same. That’s what my dad says. I don’t like to give him too much credit, otherwise we’ll never hear the end of his sayings, but I can’t argue with this one.

         The things that have changed are my friends. The thing that has stayed the same is how I feel about the library. It might be a different school, with a different library, but my feelings are the same.

         Mei, Rocket, Ali and I met on the first day of Reception when we were put on the Ladybird table together. Our teacher started calling us the Ladybirds, and the name stuck.

         The name stuck all during primary school. Then I guess it lost its glue because it fell off. It didn’t just fall off, actually. It fell into a bin and had a pigeon poo on it. Then it lived in the bin juice at the bottom of the bin, feeling worse and worse about having fallen off in the first place.

         You may think I’m using a metaphor, but we all wore actual ladybird stickers on our first day at secondary school, and Rocket’s had fallen off before lunchtime. The bin and pigeon-poo bit is a metaphor.
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         Secondary school all seemed to be going well to begin with, but then it was my birthday, just before half-term in February. That’s when the Big Falling Out happened. I’ll tell you more about that in a bit, but you should prepare yourself for the biggest betrayal ever. I’m told I exaggerate things, but not this time. I’m trying to think of something from history to compare it to, but there’s nothing that even comes close, so I won’t bother.

         What you need to know right now is this: we were the Ladybirds, and then the others found new things. Mei is super involved in the school newspaper, and Rocket pretty much runs the Dungeons & Dragons club. Ali watches all these intense black-and-white movies with the film club. The only thing we have in common any more is the school library, which is where those clubs and the newspaper happen. As well as book club, which is my thing.

         The library has always been my favourite place, whatever school I’m in, whoever I’m friends with. I’ve always loved reading and stories. The limit of borrowing only six books at the public library is the worst. Thankfully the school library is more flexible, so between the two I’m sorted.

         Stories are how I make sense of the world and how I feel about stuff. You know when you read a book and somehow some author you’ve never met has written down exactly how you feel about something? And then it helps you have the right words for how you feel? That’s what I love about reading. And that’s why the library is so important to me.

      
   


   
      
         
            
        Chapter 2
      

         

         The library at St Jerome’s Secondary is the best place in the whole school. It’s not that big, but Ms Juster, the librarian, has made the most of it. The room is a weird shape, like two squares that overlap – I’ll draw you a map so you can imagine it right.
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         One of the sections has computers and desks in it for homework and clubs and activities and all of that. The other section is full of books and beanbags and cushions. I came to the library loads before the Big Falling Out, but after that I’ve spent even more time here.

         As soon as we started at St Jerome’s, I went to check out the library and knew right away it was going to be my place. Walking into a bookshop or a library is somehow super relaxing and super exciting all at the same time. I don’t know any other place that feels like that. I just feel like things will be okay here – there’s going to be a story that will fit how I’m feeling. There’s a book for every single feeling you could possibly have, and librarians know how to help you find them.

         I joined book club straight away. But even though books are officially my thing, I still have to see Ali on Mondays, Mei on Thursdays and Rocket on Fridays, when their clubs use the computer half of the library.

         I can’t be a student librarian yet because Year 7s aren’t allowed. But sometimes I bribe whichever student is on duty with something from my lunch to sit at the desk, especially when the other Ladybirds are in the library for their clubs. I don’t know how to use the computer program that checks books in and out. But if Jessie in Year 10 is on duty, they let me use the scanner and stamp the books. Mainly I like to just sit in the chair and glare at the other Ladybirds – even though the shape of the room means it’s hard to get them in my eyeline.
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         It’s been about a month since the Big Falling Out, and Ali is in the library today with film club. That means it’s a Monday – and it’s also the last week of term before the Easter holidays.

         Ali’s always in his own head a bit and doesn’t like drama, so I prefer him being here than the others. I bet he just betrayed me because Mei and Rocket did. They’re all in the same tutor group as each other, and I’m in a different one.

         Anyway, because of that I don’t tend to glare at Ali as much as Mei and Rocket. Also because he wouldn’t notice me while he’s watching films.

         When film club is on, they turn the lights off in the computer half of the library, close the blinds and pull the projector screen down. Everyone connects their headphones via wireless, so no one else is disturbed and can get on with homework or reading.

         Today the film club are watching a film with subtitles – it looks like some kind of anime. I’m sitting on the beanbags with some of my friends from book club when Mr McCarthy, the head teacher, comes in.

         I don’t think I’ve ever seen him in the library before. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him anywhere before apart from looming at the front of assemblies telling us off for something.

         Mr McCarthy is the sort of person who thinks that wearing a red tie instead of his normal blue one is a wacky fashion statement. As far as I can tell, his favourite things are rules, lining up and glasses that look like the ones my dad wore when he was young.

         Mr McCarthy has grey hair, and a grey moustache, and always wears grey suits. The main thing he seems to care about is the school’s reputation. He’s always going on and on about how when we wear our uniforms we’re representing the school, and telling people off for having fun while in school uniform.

         So now you can picture Mr McCarthy coming into our beautiful, friendly, colourful library and know why everyone suddenly feels weird. He looks super awkward himself, like he’s wandered into some different dimension where children can be happy at school and he doesn’t understand it.

         Mr McCarthy makes a strange “ahem” sound as he looks around the room for Ms Juster. She’s helping a Year 9 student work out which Dragon Mountain book is next in the series. Mr McCarthy comes up behind Ms Juster and does another “ahem”, which makes her jump.

         “Oh, hello, Mr McCarthy,” Ms Juster says. Like us, she looks slightly confused to see him. “How nice of you to make a trip to the library. It’s not often we see you in here!”

         “Quite, quite,” Mr McCarthy says. “Well, it’s just a fleeting visit – I wanted to give you this personally.” He passes Ms Juster a folded piece of paper, gives a quick nod and walks briskly back out of the library.
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         Ms Juster grins at us. She’d never complain about Mr McCarthy to us properly, because she’s very professional and nice, but we know what she thinks of him anyway.

         As we watch, she unfolds the piece of paper and then her face goes very pale. Ms Juster flicks it over to the other side as if she’s expecting something else to be there. Then, without explaining anything, she goes into her office behind the library desk. Ms Juster never goes into her office during lunchtimes in case anyone needs her, so we know something must be very wrong.

         Jessie, my favourite student librarian, has noticed it too, and they go and knock on the door to the office. Ms Juster lets them in, and a few moments later Jessie emerges looking like they’ve just been told that Doctor Who has been cancelled for ever.

         “They’re closing the library,” Jessie says. “And Ms Juster’s going to lose her job.”

      
   


   
      
         
            
        Chapter 3
      

         

         Someone screams. Loudly. I’m not saying it was me, but also I’m not saying it wasn’t. The important detail is that someone screams, and it interrupts the film club. The whole room falls silent, and everyone turns to stare at … at where the noise came from. Ms Juster bursts out of her room at the same time as Ali rips his headphones off and races over to check if I’m okay … I mean, to check if everything is okay.

         “What on earth is happening?” Ms Juster asks. “Hetty, are you all right?”

         (Okay, it was me who screamed. I admit it. Pretending it wasn’t is just messing up how I’m telling the story.)

         “I’m fine, sorry,” I say, feeling a bit embarrassed at my reaction. “Jessie just told us the news.”

         Ms Juster raises her eyebrow at Jessie as if to say, “I told you not to say anything.” I know that’s what the eyebrow meant because then she says, “Jessie, I asked you not to say anything to the others yet.”

         “I’m sorry, miss, I just …” Jessie tails off, looking guilty.

         “No, no, it’s my fault,” Ms Juster says. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have told you really. I think I was in shock.”

         “What’s happened?” Ali whispers to me.

         “Why do you care?” I say bluntly.

         Ali looks like I’ve stabbed a puppy in front of him and laughed while I did it. I feel a bit bad, but I’m still feeling all jumpy from the news.

         Sometimes I get this feeling inside me, like a bad version of butterflies in your stomach. Ants or caterpillars or something all squirmy and horrible.

         My mum gets like that too – I must have inherited it from her. So it’s her fault really. Mum can be driving and accidentally cut in front of someone, but she always honks her horn first, even though it’s her who’s in the wrong.

         And that’s what I felt like when Ali asked me if I was okay – like I wanted to be mean just to get in there first. I know it doesn’t really make sense, and trying to explain it is making me feel weird in a different way.

         Thankfully Ms Juster takes control of the situation before I can scream or be accidentally rude to Ali again.

         “As Jessie has told some of you,” Ms Juster says, “I’d best make it a bit more official. Gather round.”

         Slowly the rest of the film club and Mr Anderson, who runs it, come over. The book club have all heard what Jessie said and are grim-faced.

         Ms Juster looks a bit flustered and a bit embarrassed but mainly just a bit sad as she says, “Mr McCarthy has just informed me that St Jerome’s library will be closing after the Easter holidays. I’m so sorry.”

         “What!” Mr Anderson splutters. “Nancy …” He pauses and looks around to see if any of us have noticed him using Ms Juster’s first name. Which we have, obviously, because everyone loves it when a teacher does this accidentally. Mr Anderson carries on, looking a bit sheepish. “Sorry, Ms Juster, that’s awful. Why?”

         “Budget cuts, of course,” she says. “The letter said that the government has reduced funding for the council, and so the council has reduced funding for the school. And so something has to go. Schools aren’t required by law to have libraries, so I’m not sure there’s much we can do.”

         “But nearly everyone uses the library!” calls out Reuben, a Year 10 student. “What happens to film club and all the other clubs? And the books?”

         “I’m not sure of the details, but I think that the clubs will be going too,” Ms Juster says. “It will be hard to find space for them, and they’ll save more money by cancelling them. The letter said the books will be put into tutor rooms, and the library will become another classroom or a computer room.”

         “But what about you?” Ali asks quietly.

         “The library and me are a sort of package deal,” Ms Juster says. “There’s nothing for me to do without the library, and of course there’s no budget to pay me now.”

         “Can’t you stay anyway?” asks Charlie, in Year 8. “Like a volunteer or something?”
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         “Don’t be an idiot,” Reuben hisses. “You wouldn’t expect your doctor to volunteer, would you? Or Mr Anderson! Why is it different for Ms Juster?”

         “Reuben, language,” Ms Juster says. “It’s a fair question, Charlie. And while Reuben’s word choice wasn’t appropriate, his point was correct. I’m trained to do this job, and I also need to be paid so that I can pay my mortgage! So I will have to try to find another librarian job.”

         “You can’t go and work in another school,” I say. “It’s not fair that someone else gets you.”

         “None of this feels very fair, does it, Hetty?” Ms Juster says. “But as I said, I’m not sure there’s much we can do about it.”

         And that’s when I realise she’s wrong. If there’s one thing I’ve learned from reading books, it’s that there’s hardly anything that you can’t do something about.

      
   


   
      
         
            
        Chapter 4 
      

         

         I’ve read a lot of books, and none of them are about someone doing nothing when something bad happens. I guess a book about that would be very short.

         Lyra from Northern Lights didn’t just let her best friend get kidnapped without doing anything. Anne of Green Gables proved why a girl was just as good as a boy. Alice in Wonderland followed that rabbit. (Following a talking rabbit into a hole in the ground maybe isn’t the best plan, but being sensible doesn’t lead to adventures or good books.)

         But my first problem is that it’s very hard to find out anything useful. I do not know a lot about school budgets or how they work, or how you can change them. Ms Juster is very nice and answers some questions, but she’s also very upset about just losing her job and about what’s going to happen to all the books and the library clubs.

         So the next morning I try asking my form tutor, Mr Tsang, about school budgets. Then I ask my Maths teacher, Mr de Freston. But teachers really don’t like talking about school budgets with students, especially Year 7s.

         “I know you must be very sad,” Mr Tsang says to me. “But it’s way above my pay grade to be able to do anything about it.”

         “It’s such a shame,” Mr de Freston tells me. “But it sounds like the school was in a very tricky position. Budgets are complicated things. Sometimes there’s just not enough money to go around.”

         The only teacher who’s helpful is my English teacher, Ms Sami. She’s super cross about it.

         “It’s just terrible,” Ms Sami says to our class, ignoring the Shakespeare play on her desk we’re supposed to be reading. “It’s the most short-sighted decision. Once a school loses its library, it’s pretty much impossible to get it back. The things Ms Juster does for you lot can’t be measured in pounds and pence. I’ve a few things I’d like to say to Mr McCarthy if he ever thought to listen to me … Anyway, I shouldn’t be saying this to you, but I am very sorry for us all, and Ms Juster especially.”

         And that’s when I get the beginning of an idea. It was Mr McCarthy who made the decision to get rid of the library, so that’s who I need to speak to.

         “Miss?” I put my hand up. “Can students go and talk to Mr McCarthy?”

         “Do you know I’m not sure anyone’s ever asked me that before,” Ms Sami says. “I’m not sure any students have wanted to before. I suppose you must be able to. You could just go and knock on his door?”

         Now, you probably think that I’m the kind of student that teachers love. I’m in book club and I’m friendly and helpful and sort of okay to good at most subjects. But despite this IΩseem to rub some teachers up the wrong way.

         Especially teachers like Mr McCarthy. I think he’d prefer to work in a school like in Victorian times, where he could whack us with a slipper and feed us gruel. (In case anyone important is reading this, to be clear I’ve never heard him actually say he wants to hit any of us with a slipper – it’s just a general vibe I get.)

         Anyway, the kind of student that all teachers love isn’t someone like me; it’s someone like Mei or Ali. So I go to find Ali, because he was there in the library when the news came out.

         He’s with his film-club friends, including one wearing a beret. Not as a joke, to be

clear, just wearing a beret. Which is a sort of flat French hat. It’s not school uniform, but the film-club kids get away with loads. They come out with these statements about the beauty of cinema or whatever, and it confuses teachers into letting them do what they want. If I could do basic mind control on teachers, I would not be using it to wear berets, I can tell you that.

         I edge up to Ali and hiss in his ear, “I have a plan, Ali.”

         “Yikes, Hetty,” Ali says shakily. “You scared me.”

         “Sorry,” I say. “But you know, now that we’re not friends, I didn’t know if you’d want to be seen with me.”

         “Maybe if you’d let us talk to you about what happened—” Ali starts to say.

         “No time now,” I say. “The library’s in danger, and I have a plan to save it.”

         “Amazing!” Ali says, looking actually impressed. “What’s the plan?”

         “We go and ask Mr McCarthy to change his mind,” I announce. “And I need you because you’re better at talking to teachers than me.”

         “The whole plan is to just ask Mr McCarthy to change his mind?” Ali says slowly.

         “I haven’t really thought about it in detail,” I say, feeling defensive. “But it all just happened! And this is why I need you to come too, so you can be smart and convincing. You won’t accidentally get annoyed with him and say something rude and get detention.”

         “I guess it’s worth a try,” Ali says. “We might be able to find out more about it at least.”

         “Great,” I say, grabbing his arm. “Let’s go!”

         “Now?” Ali says in surprise.

         “Yes, now!” I say. “We need the element of surprise!”
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        Chapter 5
      

         

         We get closer and closer to Mr McCarthy’s office, and our confidence begins to fade.

         “You know who’d be really good at this sort of thing?” Ali says. And I do know but don’t want to give her the credit.

         “No, who?” I say breezily.

         “Mei,” Ali says. “And I know you know that. Imagine if Mei wrote something for the school newspaper and got everyone on board and—”

         “I bet Mr McCarthy checks everything that goes in the newspaper before it’s printed,” I say. “It would never work. This is the best plan.”

         We reach the door to Mr McCarthy’s office and look at each other nervously. I take a deep breath and knock hard on the door.

         A few moments later it opens a crack, and Mr McCarthy glares around the door. He doesn’t say anything but raises a sinister eyebrow at us.

         “We need to talk to you, sir,” Ali says. He sounds so confident and polite, and I give myself an imaginary pat on the back at how clever I was to bring Ali with me.

         “I’m very busy,” Mr McCarthy says. “I don’t have time to speak to students.”

         “Sorry to interrupt, sir,” Ali goes on. “But it’s urgent. We saw some students in their uniforms heading out of the school gates. They were chewing gum while kicking a football and listening to loud music. And swearing!”

         “What!” Mr McCarthy says, his face going pale. “Do you know who they are?”

         Ali nods seriously, and Mr McCarthy opens his door.

         I knew Ali would know what to do.

         Mr McCarthy sits down behind his desk and squirts a huge dollop of hand sanitiser on to his hands. He slowly works it into his skin as he stares at us. Then he picks up his walkie-talkie and radios the caretaker.

         “We have students on the loose,” Mr McCarthy says. “Find them.”

         “While we’ve got you, sir,” Ali says. “Perhaps we could just talk to you quickly about the library?”

         “What?” Mr McCarthy says, distracted by the escaped students.

         “About the library closing,” Ali starts.

         “Oh, I’m afraid that’s all been decided,” Mr McCarthy says. “It’s a shame, I realise, but my budget has been cut. And do young people even use libraries any more?”

         “I do,” Ali says. “And so does Hetty. And so does—”

         “Everyone does!” I interrupt. I forget all about my plan to let Ali do the talking. “We need libraries for books and for clubs and the computers and for classes and to make friends and for somewhere to be safe!” It all explodes out of me. “And … for Ms Juster! You can’t just fire her!”

         “I assure you, Ms Juster is not being fired,” Mr McCarthy says. “She has done absolutely nothing wrong. She is being made redundant because her job is no longer required.”

         “But it is! By me!” I shout, a bit louder than I mean to.

         Mr McCarthy gives a small, tight smile.

         “Well, Miss …” he begins.

         “Hetty,” I supply.

         “Well, Miss … Hetty,” he says awkwardly. “I’m afraid things are far too complicated for children to understand what’s involved. Shouting about what you want does not change school budgets. Now, I’m sure when you come back after the Easter holidays, you’ll be embarrassed you made a fuss at all. It won’t be long before you forget all about Ms Juster. Why don’t you get her a nice card to say thank you? Now, do you have the names of those students you saw leaving school? If not, then I have more important things than the library to focus on.”

         Mr McCarthy stands up and takes his walkie-talkie to the window, staring out at the gates like an eagle looking for prey.

         I stand up, feeling awful, and that’s when I notice the plans on his desk. I gesture at them with my head so Ali notices, but he just looks at me, clearly confused. Before I know what I’m doing, I swipe the plans off the table and run. And I finally understand why Alice followed that rabbit down the hole.
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         When we get a safe distance from Mr McCarthy’s office, Ali looks at me, horrified.

         “What were you thinking? We’ll get in so much trouble when he realises we stole his papers!”

         “But look!” I say, shoving them at Ali so he can see what they are.

         It’s a plan of the library – you can tell by its strange shape. And along the top of the plans it says:

         
      NEW HEADTEACHER EXECUTIVE OFFICE
    

         “Mr McCarthy’s turning the library into a fancy office for himself!” I say, jabbing at the papers. “And he’s cutting the library budget to pay for it!”

         “We don’t know that,” Ali says nervously.

         “This is definitely the library,” I say. “And how else would he be paying for it? I think he’s lying about the budget cuts.”

         “If this is true, you know what we need to do, Hetty?” Ali says. He looks at me as he rolls up the plans and tucks them into his backpack.

         “I know,” I sigh. “We have to find Mei.”

      
   


   
      
         
            
        Chapter 6
      

         

         It’s probably best that I tell you about what happened in the Big Falling Out now. For context.

         So picture this. It was the last day before February half-term. And that was the week of my birthday. And here’s the thing about birthdays – they’re on the same day every single year. (Unless you were born on 29 February, but I wasn’t, so that’s not relevant.)

         Every year since we’ve been friends, all of the Ladybirds have celebrated my birthday at my house with pizza and Disney films. It’s just what we do. So imagine my surprise (I’m saying this sarcastically) when my friends announced they had other plans!

         They thought it was no big deal that they were going to go to someone else’s birthday party instead of mine! Sure, we’d all found new friends and groups since we’d started at St Jerome’s, but we were still the Ladybirds. I’d thought that came first, but clearly not.

         It was all the fault of whoever organised the tutor groups and didn’t put me in the same one as the others. And now a boy called Dev in their tutor group was apparently more important than their oldest friend and her birthday traditions.

         So I was on my own on my birthday while they were off at Dev’s party – no pizza and Disney with my best friends. And that’s why we had the Big Falling Out.

         That’s what I call it, anyway, as it was the tragic end of the Ladybirds. I took their message loud and clear and stuck to the library from then on.

         Now I only see Mei in the library because she does the student newspaper. She’s super into activism and writes about things like feminism and the refugee crisis and homelessness. Mei has always been interested in helping other people. I’m a big enough person to admit that all that stuff is pretty cool, and – yes – I always read her articles in the newspaper because I learn loads from them. She’s also really funny and explains things in a way that everyone understands. Shame Mei is also a birthday-party-forgetter and best-friend-forgetter.

         The newspaper team uses the library on Thursdays, but otherwise they can be hard to track down. They’re always interviewing students and teachers, or taking photos, or running charity things. But a good place to start when trying to find them is the drama studio because Mr Collier, the drama teacher, is also in charge of the newspaper.

         I find the drama studio kind of intimidating. I find the lack of structured desks unsettling. Too unpredictable. I feel like someone is going to lurch at me and make me pretend to be a blade of grass in the wind.

         Ali and I walk in, and a gaggle of newspaper students are standing around a table in the corner arguing loudly about something. One of them sees us arrive and nudges Mei.

         “It’s you,” Mei says. I’m not sure if she’s surprised or cross.

         “It’s me,” I agree. I’m not sure how I feel myself.

         “And I’m him,” Ali says. Actually, he doesn’t say this, but he would have if we were in a film. What Ali really says is, “We need to talk to you about the library.” Which is less funny.

         “What about the library?” Mei asks.

         “Mr McCarthy is closing it down,” I say. “And Ms Juster has lost her job. And we have evidence that Mr McCarthy wants to turn it into a fancy new office! So we thought …” And then I get a bit nervous asking Mei for a favour and stop.

         “We thought that maybe you could write about it in the newspaper?” Ali finishes for me. “See if you can find out more about the plans and then let the whole school know what’s happening, and all the parents. Mr McCarthy is trying to do it quietly so no one knows until it’s too late, but what he’s doing is wrong!”

         Mei’s eyes light up at the potential of injustice to be solved, and she puts her hands on her hips – so I know she’ll say yes. She turns to her newspaper friends.

         “Did you hear that?” she says. “Mr McCarthy

is turning the library into an office for himself all while saying there’s no money to keep the library open. Everyone needs to know about this – and fast. There’s no time to lose.”

         
            [image: ]

         

         The newspaper team don’t need any convincing to write about it. It’s an actual real-life scandal that they have the scoop on. We show them the plans, and Mr Collier is a bit stressed about the fact that we have sort of stolen them from Mr McCarthy’s desk. But Mei says that they’ll come up with some kind of story about it, and that sometimes journalists have to do some slightly sneaky things to find out the truth.

         Ali and I tell them as much as we know, which isn’t as much as I’d like, and they start work straight away. Their plan is to put a big article about it in this Friday’s edition. We have no idea how fast the library will be turned into an office, and we need to make sure everyone knows what Mr McCarthy is planning as soon as possible.

         “We just need to get this article out there,” the student editor says. “We’ll do as much research as we can, but we want to make a big splash. We don’t want to give Mr McCarthy a chance to come up with some clever explanation.”

         The only potential problem is that Mr Collier is supposed to check everything in the newspaper with Mr McCarthy first. He doesn’t read every word, but Mr Collier has to show him a list of all the articles to make sure that the newspaper isn’t doing anything that he thinks will “not reflect the values of St Jerome’s”.

         Mr Collier says he’ll have a think about his conscience – which I think means he’ll decide if he keeps the article a secret from Mr McCarthy or not.

         The newspaper team is a pretty slick machine, so Ali and I hover a bit awkwardly on the edge as they plan and all talk over each other. We’ve already told them everything we know. After the initial enthusiasm and excitement, I feel a bit like the orange cream in a box of Roses – the one no one wants. (It might be a different chocolate in your family, but you get the idea.) I tap Mei on the shoulder.

         “Hey,” I say, trying to seem cool and easy-going. “It seems like you have everything under control. Thanks for helping.”

         “Thanks for coming and telling us,” Mei replies. “I guess I’ll see you in the library on Thursday when we come and print the newspaper?”

         “I guess so.” I nod.

         “Hetty,” Mei says as I turn to go.

         “Uh huh?” I reply, trying to sound casual.

         “Never mind,” Mei says with a shrug. “Nothing.” And she turns back to the tables where the others are making notes. I guess it’s over to them now.

      
   


   
      
         
            
        Chapter 7
      

         

         After that, I feel like it’s all spiralling out of control. By which I mean my control. It’s supposed to be my plan and my project. I’m the only one who even thought to go and speak to Mr McCarthy. I’m supposed to be saving the library! Because it’s my thing! But now the newspaper team have sort of taken over. And then Rocket gets involved.

         “Hey, Hetty,” he says, coming over the next day at lunchtime. “I hear you’re planning a campaign without me. No fair.”

         Rocket is really into Dungeons & Dragons. If you’ve never played, you’re missing out. The basic idea is that you get to come up with a character, and you’re in charge of how a story unfolds. You get to make decisions and battle monsters and go on quests. The four of us used to play together at Rocket’s house – we’d do

super-long campaigns over the summer holidays, and his dads would make us amazing snacks.

         “It’s really not a campaign,” I say to Rocket. I’m a bit flustered at the fact that we’re even speaking given he’s one of the birthday-party traitors. “It was supposed to be me saving the library. Mr McCarthy is—”

         “I heard about the library,” Rocket says. “Mei filled me in. That’s how I knew you were planning a campaign without me.”

         “Like I said, it’s not a—”

         “You’re right,” Rocket says. “It’s not a campaign. Because if it was a campaign, then you’d have gathered a team of players with complimentary skills. You’d all be working together and helping each other in a common goal, and you’d have done a bit more tactical thinking.”

         “I didn’t really have time for tactics,” I say. “I just wanted to help Ms Juster and for the library not to be shut down.”

         “You never were very good at the strategic bit of Dungeons & Dragons,” Rocket says. “You never planned ahead with your moves.”
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         “Rude,” I mutter.

         “But you were good at the ideas, and the enthusiasm, and the sometimes misguided confidence.” Rocket grins. “A gnome who had such confidence in her ability to defeat dragons.” (He’s not being rude by calling me a gnome – that was my Dungeons & Dragons character.)

         “Why are you being so nice to me?” I ask quietly.

         “I don’t think I ever stopped being nice to you, did I?” Rocket asks. He looks confused.

         “What?” I splutter. “I’m pretty sure missing my birthday party counts as not being nice.”

         Rocket sighs.

         “Will you meet me after school in the library?” he asks.

         “What? Why?” I reply.

         “Will you?” Rocket says again. “It’s to help the library.”

         I nod because I want to save the library. And also because I don’t think I will be able to cope with never finding out what he

wants to say.
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         I normally walk home from school, so it’s no big deal to go to the library afterwards. The library is always open until about 4.30 anyway for people who want to do homework or wait there and read until someone picks them up. Something else they won’t be able to do any more if Mr McCarthy doesn’t change his mind.

         I get to the top of the stairs and yank the door open. That’s when I realise something’s wrong. The lights in the computer half of the room are off, Ms Juster is nowhere to be seen, and sitting on a gaggle of beanbags are Rocket, Ali and Mei.

         Ali looks happy, Rocket looks excited and Mei looks suspicious – as if she’s been tricked into going, like me. I nearly turn around and walk straight back down the stairs, but my curiosity once again gets the better of me.

         “Hi,” I say. “Is this an ambush?”

         “It’s an intervention,” Rocket says.

         “I don’t know what that means,” I reply. “It sounds painful.”

         “Not just for you,” Mei says under her breath.

         “Why are you all here? Together?” I ask.

         “We see each other all the time,” Ali points out. “It’s you who stopped being friends with us, not the other way round.”

         “You stopped being friends with me when you chose to go to someone else’s birthday party over mine,” I say.

         I’m absolutely horrified that I feel like I’m about to cry. It’s honestly very tricky to hold back tears and also hold back the urge to say something rude to stop them noticing that my eyes are wet. I can feel the caterpillars crawling around in my stomach. And then Mei rolls her eyes and I can’t help myself.

         “I saw that!” I say to her, louder than I mean to. “You think I’m silly and you don’t want to be my friend and the Ladybirds don’t mean anything to any of you and why didn’t you come to my party?”

         And then I really am crying properly, which makes me feel embarrassed and hot and even crosser.

         “Hetty!” Mei says. She gets up from her beanbag and comes and stands right in front of me. She offers me a tissue, which I refuse. And then I think that my snotty nose and red eyes might make it hard to take me seriously, so I change my mind and take it.

         “Hetty,” Mei repeats. “If you’d ever, just for once, let us tell you what happened, maybe you wouldn’t feel like this.”

         “Don’t tell me what to feel,” I mutter. “And don’t roll your eyes at me.”

         “Well, don’t be ridiculous,” Mei says, folding her arms. “We went to Dev’s party because he invited us. And you didn’t. And we tried to tell you that.”

         “What?” I say. I wipe my eyes, completely confused at what Mei is saying.

         “We told you at the time, but you didn’t listen,” she repeats. “You never invited us to anything.”

         “But I shouldn’t have to!” I say. “We always do pizza and Disney films for my birthday, and we always do it in half-term.”

         “We thought maybe you didn’t want to do anything this time because we were at a new school,” Ali adds, coming over too. “We thought you might be doing something with your new tutor-group friends or that you hadn’t organised anything.”

         “I didn’t think I needed to do fancy paper invitations,” I say.

         “You know that’s not what we mean,” Mei says. “You can’t just assume we’re always here – that we can drop everything to do what you want.”

         “But we’re the Ladybirds,” I whisper.

         “We’ll always be Ladybirds, even if we’re not wearing the stickers,” Rocket says. “But you know, we can be other things too.”

         “And by the time you said anything,” Mei goes on, “we’d already said we’d go to Dev’s. His parents had already paid for us to all go to the cinema, and it was too late.”

         “I …” I begin, but I don’t really know what to say. It seems like such a sensible reason not to be able to come, but it still makes me feel lost and sad inside. “I don’t think you did tell me that at the time.”

         “We tried,” Mei says. “But instead of finding another day for your party, you just stopped talking to us.”

         “I thought you didn’t want to be friends any more,” I admit in a very small voice. “I thought you were all ditching me for Dev. And the newspaper team. And the film club. And the Dungeons & Dragons club.”

         “We felt really bad,” Mei says. “But we couldn’t just ditch Dev. Think about how he’d have felt. We really tried to explain.”

         “You just assumed we’d be there,” Rocket adds.

         “I think it’s OK to assume your friends will be at your birthday party!” I say.

         “And we should have asked if you were doing something,” Ali chips in. “No one’s saying that this is all your fault.”

         “I’m sorry,” Mei says. “Really, I’m sorry that I didn’t think or remember. I should have.”

         “I’m sorry that I just assumed you could do whatever I wanted,” I say. “And for not listening when you told me why. I just … it hurt my feelings.”

         “That makes sense.” Ali nods. “I’m sorry.”

         “And I’m sorry I’ve been a bit … dramatic about it,” I say, feeling my face redden.

         “You wouldn’t be you if you hadn’t,” Mei says, and swoops in to give me a huge hug.

         “Okay – enough apologising,” Rocket says. “It’s time to make a plan. Ladybirds assemble.”
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         “Now of course there are many approaches to a campaign,” Rocket says seriously. “But I believe the best plan is a team of players who all have diverse and complimentary skills.”

         “Like when we used to play,” Ali points out.

         “Exactly,” Rocket says.

         And he’s right. We had a slick, brilliant team of four. I always played Dungeons & Dragons as a gnome called Lemons who was curious and impulsive and really good at magic. Mei was an elf called Mithriel who was super smart and fought for justice. Ali was a druid called Lionheart who was observant and articulate and wise. And Rocket was always our dungeon master, overseeing everything.

         It’s why the Ladybirds were good together too – we were all into different stuff, but it always just worked. We played Dungeons & Dragons, we watched films, we went to author events at the local bookshop, and we even went on protests together with our families. It didn’t seem like a big deal ever before, and that’s why we were so good together. Because we were all different.

         “So,” Rocket is saying. “What are we going to do?”

         “Huh?” I say. I haven’t exactly been paying attention. I’ve been daydreaming about how amazing the Ladybirds are and how incredible it is that we are all back together, working for a common cause.

         “Hetty!” Mei says.

         “Sorry, sorry,” I reply. “I was just thinking about how great we all are.” The other three laugh – but in a nice way.

         “I was just saying that we need to think bigger,” Rocket says. “It’s too easy for Mr McCarthy to ignore one student newspaper article or a few annoyed parents. I worry that he’ll make it all about how the plans for his new office got into our hands in the first place.”

         I swallow nervously. I don’t think my parents will approve of me stealing papers from someone’s desk, however important they are.

         “And how many parents even read the student paper?” Rocket goes on.

         “Hey, I’m right here!” Mei says.

         “You know what I mean,” Rocket says. “Even if some parents complain, Mr McCarthy will just talk about budgets and make it seem like he’s so sad but there’s nothing he can do. He’ll probably lie and say the plans were made up or something, or claim that his new executive office was essential to the school.”

         “You’re right,” Mei agrees. “We can’t let him wriggle out of it.”

         “I’m not saying we shouldn’t do the article in the newspaper if Mr Collier can help to get it past Mr McCarthy,” Rocket says. “But we need something else with it. We need …”

         “A call to action!” Mei says, throwing up her fist. “Something Mr McCarthy can’t ignore.”

         “But what’s the action?” Ali asks.

         “We need to do something that no one can ignore,” I say. “Something that shows the whole school is together on this. Mr McCarthy is obsessed with how the school looks, so he’ll hate it if there are loads of people all talking about how important the library is, and how sneaky he’s being!”

         And so we come up with a plan. A way to show Mr McCarthy that a school library isn’t optional and that we are going to fight to save ours. That we aren’t going to let him get away with turning our library into his fancy new office. Or him lying about budgets to get his way.

         We sit in the half-dark library for nearly two hours planning, right up until a cleaner comes in and shrieks with surprise when she sees us. We are definitely not supposed to be in school still without a teacher. However much we love the library, we are all keen to avoid being locked in there overnight, so we quickly leave after that.

         *

         On Thursday we all get together with the school newspaper team. They’ve done an amazing job – the plans for the new office will be printed right at the start of the newspaper, and the student editor has written a brilliant piece all about what Mr McCarthy is doing, full of evidence showing why the plans are for his own personal office. There are loads of stats and stories about why school libraries are so important, all the clubs that use the space, and some clever bits about budgets for the parents to read. And on the front page is our call to action and our headline:
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         Mr Collier decides that his conscience is telling him to help us. And honestly, it wouldn’t be a very good conscience if it told him to help Mr McCarthy instead. So Mr Collier comes up with a fake list of articles for approval by Mr McCarthy, very different to our version of the newspaper that will come out on Friday. He is going to claim it was an innocent mistake – he says Ms Sami will back him up.

         We hand it out as everyone is leaving school the next day so Mr McCarthy can’t stop us. As soon as our parents see the newspaper, they want to get involved, and we spend the evening walking around the village posting copies through doors.

         I love our school library because it’s just a normal room that becomes magic. You can do your homework there as well as visit a faraway kingdom. You can research the Tudors as well as meet a Greek god, all from a beanbag. You can watch a film, or make a newspaper, or play Dungeons & Dragons. Or you can just read a good book. And Ms Juster doesn’t mind which you do – in fact, she loves it all. Because a library is a place for everyone – whether you’re a reader or a writer, a student or a teacher, a gnome or an elf, or any kind of person at all. And that’s pretty magical if you ask me. Which you did, because you’re reading this book.
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         And so here we are at the protest. I’ve been so nervous that there wasn’t enough time, that people would be busy or not care enough to come. I worried that we didn’t give enough copies out and that no one would notice. But then I thought about my favourite book characters – how people like Anne and Lyra stand up for the right thing, whatever happens. And I didn’t need to worry because it turns out that when something’s important, people can be … amazing.

         Ms Sami reckons there are over 100 people here already, and it’s not even lunchtime! Families, students, teachers, local people are all here at our school, all saying how much we need our library. The librarians from the public library are here, and the booksellers from the bookshop, and a local author who writes books about kids who can travel inside books.
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         The local newspaper and the local TV news are here after Mei got in touch with them. Mr McCarthy was here when he heard something was going on at the school, but then a reporter with a film crew asked him about the plans and why he was using the library budget for his own office. His face went very, very red, and he spluttered some nonsense before running away.

         Yes, you heard me, Mr McCarthy actually turned around and ran away. And the best bit was the film crew got it all on camera!

         Ali’s film-club friends are making clips that they’re posting online – one of them already has nearly 200,000 views! Rocket is organising everyone so the cameras can see all our placards that say things like “Save Our Library!” and “Kids Need Books”. (I tried to veto that one – it’s not that I disagree with the statement, but I thought we could do better. I was overruled.) There are also “Libraries Change Lives” and “Libraries Are Magic”. (That one’s mine.)

         And the best bit is that the Ladybirds are at the middle of it all. Mei, Rocket, Ali and me. The four of us standing in the sun outside our school. Together.
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