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To Megan, who shares my love of books and introduced me to the joy of street libraries
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Lilly ran her fingers over the spines of the books as she walked down the aisles between the shelves at her local library. It reminded her of the way her brother dragged a stick along their neighbours’ fence when they walked to school. Her other arm was balancing a pile of books waiting to come home with her.

Books were her favourite thing in the whole world. They would transport her to different lands, teach her things they hadn’t learned in school yet, and looked so pretty on her bookshelf. Most importantly, they never made fun of her like her brother did.

‘One day, I will be a librarian,’ Lilly said quietly, more to the books than to anyone else. The idea of being in charge of so many books was exciting. ‘Or have a bookshop. Or maybe both.’

‘Lilly, hurry up,’ her mum called.

‘Coming,’ Lilly called. She caught a book that was about to slide off the top of her pile and walked faster to catch up to her mum.

‘Got enough books there?’ her mum said. She shook her head and smiled.

‘Maybe...’ Lilly said. ‘These might last me a few days.’

Lilly and her mum shared a small giggle. This wasn’t the first time they had had this conversation. Lilly put the pile onto the librarian’s desk and handed over her library card.

‘Let’s get a move on,’ Lilly’s mum said. ‘We have to pick up Cameron from basketball, then finish getting ready for a certain party.’

Lilly grinned. Although going to the library while her big brother was at basketball on Saturday mornings was usually the highlight of Lilly’s week, her birthday party was this afternoon. She couldn’t wait to see what new books she would receive to add to her collection.
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Later that afternoon, Lilly was grinning. Her birthday party was going so well with her friends and family dressed like book characters. The pile of unopened presents gave the promise of new books. She stood at the table as her mum brought out her birthday cake. Everyone sang Happy Birthday.

‘Blow out the candles and make a wish,’ her mum said when the singing stopped.

Lilly grinned and looked at her birthday cake, decorated with the cover of one of her favourite books. She didn’t have to think very hard; she knew exactly what she would wish for. Lilly closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and blew. As she blew, she wished as hard as she could. All the candles on her cake went out in one go.

‘Well done, Lilly,’ her mum said. ‘That means your wish will come true.’

‘Really?’ Lilly asked hopefully. She had made the same wish every year, but no one had ever said it might come true.

‘What did you wish for?’ someone asked. ‘More books?’

‘Sort of,’ Lilly said. ‘I wished for a library.’

People around her started laughing. Lilly felt sad and angry. She couldn’t understand why anyone thought it was funny. She loved books. What else would she wish for?

‘You can’t wish for a library, that’s just silly,’ said Cameron. ‘Besides, don’t you already have one in your bedroom?’

‘No, it’s not silly,’ Lilly said. ‘And my bedroom isn’t a library.’ She wished she had kept her mouth shut and not said anything about her birthday wish. Lilly burst into tears and ran from the room. Her birthday party was ruined.
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Lilly’s mum came into her bedroom a little while later. ‘Lilly, I’m sorry we laughed at your wish. It was just so unexpected.’

‘Why?’ Lilly turned to her mum; her face was wet with tears. ‘I love reading and books. Why wouldn’t I want a library?’

‘Most girls your age wish for a pony or to be a princess or something like that.’

‘But I don’t like horses, unless they are in a book,’ Lilly said. ‘And I’d rather be reading than being a princess, unless I can be Belle from Beauty and the Beast. She had an awesome library.’ Lilly made sure she put extra emphasis on the word library.

‘I know. But you already have a library.’ Lilly’s mum pointed to the bookshelves that were overflowing with books.

‘It is NOT a library,’ Lilly said. ‘These books are precious and not to lend out. I want a library where I can share books with strangers, where they can read the books and bring them back. This is just my collection of books.’

‘When you grow up, you could become a librarian and work in a library,’ Lilly’s mum suggested. 

‘Mum,’ Lilly said. ‘You already know I want to be a librarian when I grow up, or run a bookshop, but working in a library isn’t the same as owning one!’ Lilly could tell her mum was trying to help her feel better, but it wasn’t working. Lilly turned over to face the wall and heard her mum leave the room. 

Being a grownup felt so far away. Why did she have to wait until then? Why did all the cool things have to wait? Why couldn’t she have a library when she was still a kid?

Lilly reached over for a tissue and blew her nose, then went to wash her face and go downstairs for the rest of her party. She forced herself to have fun, but it just wasn’t the same as it was before she told people about her wish.
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Lilly was still sulking when she went to her grandparents’ house after school the following week.

‘Hey there grumpy pants,’ Grandpa George said when Lilly and Cameron arrived. Lilly just poked out her tongue and went through to the kitchen to see Grandma Alice.

‘Hey Kiddo, have a good day at school?’ Grandma Alice’s cheery voice greeted Lilly, lifting her mood slightly. Grandma Alice pushed a plate of home-made gingerbread dinosaurs across to her.

‘It was okay,’ said Lilly, helping herself to a dinosaur. ‘Thanks.’

‘It was the best day!’ said Cameron through a mouthful of gingerbread. He took over the conversation, as he normally did. Lilly took another gingerbread dinosaur and a glass of water and went to sit outside on the back porch.

‘What’s the problem?’ Grandpa George came and sat down next to her.

‘It’s nothing,’ Lilly muttered.

‘Really?’ Grandpa George sat next to Lilly. He raised his eyebrows and said nothing. Lilly could tell that he knew something was bothering her. He could always tell. And he knew that she would, when she was able to find the words. They said together in silence for a while and Lilly kept her eyes on the gingerbread dinosaur in her hands.

‘Grandpa George,’ Lilly began, ‘Why did everyone laugh at my birthday wish? It doesn’t have to be a big library, like the one at school. It could be a little library. A way I can share books with other people. Books are really
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