
What You Are 
Looking For Is In 
The Library

STEPPING INTO THE VAN was hugely exciting. 
It was my Mum who took me to the middle 
of the village, where the packed shelves felt 
miraculously and inexplicably sprung up between 
the elds and hedgerows. ere I remember 
encountering Funnybones by Janet and Allan 
Ahlberg and sustaining an appetite for anything by 
Jan ie kowski.

Possibly the library was even more special to 
the elderly. With no internet, the books alone 
would have been invaluable. Villagers could order 
volumes from larger libraries, as well as browse on 
board. But the service also provided a comforting 
routine, a coming together, and contact with 
someone outside the village. The van’s peripatetic 
nature also increased the sense of importance of 
the library’s load. Books driven miles around the 
winding lanes, reinforced the idea that they were 
vital – a precious cargo diligently brought to us.
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and https://everychildareader.net/

I grew up in a rural village with no shops, pubs 
or public transport. One thing we did have was 
a mobile library. Once a fortnight the library 
van brought books, a friendly librarian and a 
strengthened sense of community to our valley. 
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is an AASL Collaborative Partner.

For more information visit
www.ala.org/aasl/about/partnerships.
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My brothers and I were lucky enough to have 
parents who read to us when we were young, and 
particularly my mum’s enthusiasm for books 
sparked my own early appreciation. But as books 
became wordier, dyslexia slowed my keenness, and 
I became a reluctant reader. During this time, a 
school librarian assured me that if I wasn’t enjoying 
reading, I simply hadn’t found the right book yet. 
This librarian was my mum (though actually she 
wouldn’t become a librarian until later). I feel hugely 
grateful to have had this guidance – of course she 
was right. I think it was C.S. Lewis’ Narnia books 
among others that proved ‘the right books’. Later, 
when my mum became the librarian in the small 
primary school of a neighbouring village, the book 
recommendations and guidance continued. A good 
librarian really can make a massive difference – for 
reluctant readers in particular.

I now live near Oxford where we are spoilt for 
libraries. People use them for myriad reasons. 
The main public library in Oxford happens to be a 
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Though the nal version of The Notted Island 
doesn’t mention a library, libraries featured in 
several previous drafts, and I believe there is 
still a small one based on the island. If there is, 
then my protagonist Umbertiska Lupp would 
certainly be a visitor. In one draft she used 
the library to nd out more about her island’s 
history. I think this is where she’d also have 
borrowed her rst books on the night sky, and 
probably some cookbooks (though she’d most 
likely have embellished the cake recipes to 
her own liking). She’d also have an appetite for 
adventurous ction.

Sadly, the mobile library service where I grew 
up (along with many similar rural services) was 
cut years ago, but it remains an important part 
of my own introduction to books and to stories. I 
am sorry that few children growing up now will 
have the joy of a van full of books transforming 
their streets and bringing them what they need, 
but hopefully they will connect (or disconnect) in 
other library spaces. At the time of writing, The 
Notted Island is yet to be published. I have no idea 
what readers, least of all young ones, will think of 
it. But it is nice to imagine that someone reading 
the book will add a further layer of collaboration 
to the chain of in uences, connections and 
support that brought it together. Each reader 
will bring their own associations; the words and 
pictures will be coloured by their memories and 
experiences. It will become something new, and I 
hope to inspire new things in turn. 

very comfortable and enjoyable place to wait for 
appointments or for transport home. While waiting 
for a train recently, I re ected on how different 
a city library space is from the environment a 
library creates in a rural setting. If the mobile 
library I grew up with brought excitement and 
connection to our tiny village, then a city library 
can provide something like the reverse. While 
city libraries remain places of connection when 
required, they can also be somewhere to retreat 
and disconnect. They can provide respite from 
the fast-paced bustle around them. Perhaps, a 
library becomes whatever is needed for the 
community and the individuals who use it. I was 
recently recommended a book called What You Are 
Looking For Is in the Library, by Michiko Aoyama. 
The insightful, interconnected stories in this book 
carry a similar sentiment.

In our house we have constant, ever changing piles 
of library books. At the moment, for me they are 
mostly ction, but during the years that I worked 
on The Notted Island, I frequently borrowed books 
for research and inspiration. It can be a struggle 
funding a debut book (particularly one like The 
Notted Island which took years) and during this 
time the library was invaluable. It was part of a 
wider blanket of support which enabled the work 
to come together. The skilled staff at Flying Eye 
Books steered my ideas and imagery until they 
became a book, during which time I also received 
funding from the Society of Authors, for which I am 
extremely grateful. All these things follow on from 
the support of my parents, who read to us, and 
vans which celebrated reading.

Perhaps, a library 
becomes whatever 
is needed for the 
community and the 
individuals who use it. 

48 KNOWLEDGE QUEST / VOL. 54 NO. 2

All materials in this journal subject to copyright by the American Library Association 
may be used for the noncommercial purpose of scientific or educational advancement 

granted by Sections 107 and 108 of the Copyright Revision Act of 1976. Address 
usage requests to the ALA Office of Rights and Permissions.


