
Keeping Stories 
Alive: Libraries 
as Sanctuaries 
of Hope in 
Dismal Times

THIS WASN’T ELEMENTARY SCHOOL ANYMORE, 
of course. No more picture books stacked next to 
Mrs. Allen’s chair. We were in chapter book territory 
now, and smack in the middle of reading the most 
trans xing book ’d e er encountered  Holes by 
Louis Sachar. Mrs. Allen’s perfectly-paced voice 
picked up right where we’d left off, recounting 
Madame eroni’s curse, the corrections o cers’ 
cruelty, our hero Stanley Yelnats’ ingenuity… and 
those yellow-spotted-lizard-repelling onions! 
As much as I hated when she closed that book, 
it meant we had thirty uninterrupted minutes 
to explore the library on our own. It was during 
this time that I discovered my passion for poetry, 
disdain for mysteries, and knack for nding the 
exact words in the dictionary that would make 
my classmates erupt with laughter. It’s where I 
watched my tears drop and swell across a page for 
the rst time thanks, The Giver). The library, under 
Mrs. Allen’s care, was where I found the freedom 
and safety to explore exactly what made me me.

Even after graduating from middle school, the 
library continued to serve as a beacon in my life. 
It’s where I supported my third grade students 
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Wednesday afternoons in 5th grade meant 
one, treasured thing: the library. Our class 
lined up by the door and waited until our 
librarian, Mrs. Allen, cued us to race to the 
carpeted steps for storytime. 
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in researching the truth behind the Thanksgiving 
story. A decade later when I had four children of my 
own, it’s where our local librarian introduced them 
to the heart-racing tales of Anansi the Spider. And 
when I nally found the courage to pursue my dream 
of writing for children, it’s where my beloved mentor, 
Liz arton Scanlon, sent me on my rst assignment: 
to read 100 picture books before ever attempting a 
story of my own.

The very existence of the public library feels 
fundamentally at odds with our current moment, 
radical even. Consider the 10,000 instances of books 
banned in public schools this past year alone, which  
far from being a hoax  is nearly triple the number 
from the year before (PEN America). We know that 
most banned books center queer content and people 
or characters of color, which follows suit with the 
government’s attempts to demonize and outlaw 
DEI initiatives. One of those books banned for its 

“inappropriate” depiction of racism and incarceration? 
Holes. This effort to control a child’s freedom to 
read signals that only certain stories are worth our 
collective protection and celebration. I believe it 
sows a dystopian distrust in not just books, but in a 
child’s intuitive pull towards loving their neighbor fully 
and unconditionally.

While I often feel stunned by how little we’ve learned 
from our country’s racist and divisive roots, I have an 
abiding faith that libraries will continue to illuminate 
the path forward. One reason for this personal 
conviction ows from what I learned in early 0 0 
while pursuing my M A. I’d just sold my rst picture 
book, Gitty and Kvetch (illustrated by Ariel Landy), and 
I was raring to dream up a host of new, irreverent 
stories. The more Yiddish-slinging talking animals, 
the better! ut our rst assignment? A non ction 
picture book. This felt deeply, incontrovertibly 
off-brand. Trust the process, we were told. Get 
curious. But every potential lead I chased down 
wound up at a tedious, uninspired dead end.

Until one morning after I dropped off our then 2 
and 3-year-old boys at their preschool, which was 
located on our local synagogue’s campus. Instead 
of rushing back home, I decided to wander into the 
synagogue’s library. That’s where a thin, brown 
book poking out from a shelf caught my eye. It was 
called FIRE! The Library is Burning written by Barry 
D. Cytron and it told of the 1  re at the ewish 
Theological Seminary’s library. I learned that tens of 
thousands of precious books were destroyed, and 
the rest were at risk of ruin from the water used to 
extinguish the ames. There, in photograph after 
photograph, were scenes of strangers from across 
NYC coming together to save the remaining books. 
I was unmistakably curious, and that curiosity led 
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When I rst shared the cover for the The Keeper 
of Stories online, I received a noti cation from 
a name I hadn’t seen in over twenty years: 
Caroline! I don’t remember ever hearing about 
the re, and I’m sure others didn’t no  about it 
either. I’m so glad you’ve saved this story. Hugs 
from your old librarian! There was Mrs. Allen, still 
encouraging and believing in me decades after 
our beloved Wednesday library times. We now 
regularly text one another, swapping everything 
from must-read books to articles on the ght 
against book banning. And on the day The Keeper 
of Stories released, Mrs. Allen was one of the 
very rst people to send me a photo with her 
proudly holding her copies.

to not just my rst completed assignment, but 
to my latest picture book, The Keeper of Stories, 
illustrated by Selina Alko and published by Simon 

 Schuster. It retells the story of the library re, 
but this time for children. While there were no 
kvetching animals to speak of, it is the story I knew 
I needed to tell.

One key image from the events of the re was a 
human chain of community members who wound 
up the library stairs to pass down soaked books. 
I am continually struck by the raw humanity 
captured in this moment. The neighbors, students, 
librarians, pastors and rabbis never once paused 
to ask themselves whether the books met a 
paternalistic litmus test before throwing their 
bodies into the ght. Instead, they saw each 
and every book  the stories within them and the 
creators behind them  as precious. They saw 
themselves as the keepers of those stories.

This feels emblematic of what libraries have 
come to represent in my life. Whether the school 
library, public library, or synagogue library, these 
communal spaces taught me to better understand 
who I am and how to join a collective that ghts 
for truth and for one another. It is why, despite 
unprecedented attempts at controlling children’s 
freedoms, I understand libraries as sacred 
embodiments of hope.
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