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All dispatches previously appeared in ñDispatches from a Public Librarianò on 
McSweeney.net. ñIs Illiteracy So Bad?ò appeared in The Morning News.  ñSuspectò 

appeared previously as ñWorking in the Library can be Strangeò in the O.C. Register. 
All other pieces have either never appeared or appeared on my blog ñSpeak Quietlyò 

(speakquietly.blogspot.com). 
 
If you enjoy this free book, please also consider buying my memoir of library life: ñQuiet, 

Please: Dispatches from a Public Librarianò (Da Capo Book, 2008), which is available 
as both an eBook and physical book. 



Intr oduction 

 

For some five years I have worked for a smallish public library nestled cozily between 
Disneyland and Knott's Berry Farm in Orange County, California. This is where most of 

the observations in this dispatch will take place, although sometimes I do go to other 
libraries (some even far, far away), and I'll include those observations as they come. 
I came into the library scene about eight years ago. I began as a student assistant at a 

college library in Fullerton. After receiving my bachelor's degree, I was bored, confused, 
and didn't want to get off my parents' insurance plan, so I enrolled in the Library Science 

and Information Technology program at San Jose State. 
 
I will update this dispatch on a sometimes-regular basis, and will include stories about 

strange patrons, strange tales, and otherwise just strange things. The names and 
description of the patrons are purposely left out, so as to protect their privacy (libraries 

are real sticklers for this privacy stuff, which is why many have been in a tiff about the 
Patriot Act, but don't get me started). 



Dispatch 1 (12/12/03) 

Lost & Found  

Toy cell phone  
Anime DVD case (no disc)  

Immigration papers  
Photocopy of an income-tax statement  
Child's wallet, including two Mickey Dollars from Disneyland  

Stuffed teddy bear  
Floppy disc  

Ink pen from CarCo. 
 
Kids and Porn  

The most popular website this week for kids 8-14 is the borderline-pornographic site 
Newgrounds.com. Newgrounds features a splendid assortment of innocent kids games 

mixed together with adult-oriented games. It is full of nudity, crude sexuality, drug 
references, violence, and swearing. One favorite, for girls surprisingly, is the dress-up 
Britney Spears game, which so happens to feature a Britney without any underwear on. 

The content of the site seems geared at high-school-aged kids, but 95 percent of the kids 
that I caught looking at the site were still in elementary school. The library has decided to 

ban Newgrounds, and library Internet filters prevent kids from accessing it further. 
Curious about how they found the site, I asked some of the kids; their responses varied, 
but by and large it was from web banners on non-adult websites that had either chat 

rooms or cheat codes for game systems (e.g., PS2, Xbox, and Game Cube). 
 

Patron of the Week  
Reflecting on who my favorite patron is on any given week is difficultðthere are so 
many. My favorite patron this week would have to be the one who tried to take my shoes. 

The patron was a mentally challenged man who was visiting the library as part of his 
rehabilitation. He came up to me while I was in the juvenile- fiction area and asked if I 

would be his friend. I politely nodded and said that I would be his friend. He then asked if 
he might have my shoes. I told him, as gently as possible, that I needed to keep them. He 
nodded, and asked if I was still his friend. I said yes, and he asked if he could feel my 

shoes. Seeing no harm in this, I told him he could feel one, but he had to do it quickly. He 
nodded, bent down, and proceeded to lift up my foot and pull off my shoe. A little 

panicked, I told him that shoes had to stay on in the library. He knew by my tone that he 
had done something he should not have. He began saying he was sorry over and over 
again. I told him it was okay. He asked if we could still be friends. I said yes and he left. 

The next day he came into the library looking for me while I was taking a break. He 
asked the librarian at the reference desk if the priest was there, and then went on to 

describe the priest as me. 
 
Book Drop  

The strangest item found in the book drop was the head of a blond plastic doll wrapped in 
pink tissue paper. 



Dispatch 2 (1/5/04) 

 

Patron of the Week  
It always surprises people to know that patrons frequently verbally, and sometimes 

physically, assault librarians. This week's memorable patron was the man who said he'd 
be waiting for me after work. The man came in on a Saturday to use the Internet. He was 
middle-aged, tired, but seemingly friendly at first. I assigned him a computer on the other 

side of the library. Saturdays are usually slow and quiet at the library where I work, and 
usually I pass time by studying the palm of my hand from different angles. Things got a 

little loud, however, when the man I had assigned to the Internet began yelling into his 
cell phone (as a side note, if anyone has ever been asked to turn their cell phone off in the 
library, it is because many people, while normally quiet in regular conversation, get quite 

loud when on the phone). I approached the man and I explained that it was library policy 
that cell phones remain off in the library, and if he wanted to continue his conversation, 

he'd have to use the phone outside. The man, clearly upset that I had so rudely interrupted 
his phone call, explained that he was talking with an important Sprint PCS customer 
service agent regarding his most recent billing statement, and that he needed the Internet 

to access his bill. Before I could respond, the man turned and went back to his phone 
conversation, explaining to the costumer service agent that he was sorry but an "idiot 

librarian" had tried to end his call. No librarian likes to have his or her authority as 
librarian undermined. It's not a power issue, rather a simple fact that policy has been 
disturbed and you don't mess with library policy and get away with it. Nonetheless, I was 

in a good mood, so I walked around the man (so as to face him), and I asked him if he'd 
consider talking in a quiet- like fashion and finishing the call quickly. He said he'd finish 

the call when he was done talking and not a minute sooner. I turned off his computer and 
asked him to leave; and that's when he stood (and also when I realized he was quite tall) 
and screamed, "you want to see loud" in a fashion that made everyone in the library turn 

around and look at the man a little frightened. I didn't think he meant it as a question, so I 
decided not to answer him, which only made him louder as he asked, "Who do you think 

you are?" I knew at this point that the situation was quickly getting complicated, and to 
make matters worse the man really did not have very good breath. I told the man he was 
being disruptive and he needed to leave the library. I knew he wasn't going to go out 

without further fuss, but I still hoped. I returned to the reference desk, and the man of 
course followed. He asked for my name, and when I gave it, he said he was going to go 

see the mayor and have my job. He started to leave, but turned back around after only a 
few steps, and said he would be waiting for me after work and I was going to be sorry. 
Finally, he left, at which point one of the library volunteers (a high school kid) 

approached me and said, "that was awesome, I thought he was going to jack you up right 
in the library!" Later that day I received a call from another librarian at the city's main 

library asking if I had had any problems that day with a patron. I said yes, and asked the 
librarian why. He said the man had come into the main library and filed a complaint 
against me. I asked if he mentioned coming back after I got off work to beat me up. He 

had forgotten to mention that. After work, I approached the parking lot with a bit of 
caution, but the man was not there, nor have I seen him since that Saturday. 

 
Book Drop  



The strangest item in the book drop this week was an unlit firecracker. Patrons putting 
firecrackers in the library overnight book drop does not happen as often as some people 

imagine. This is only the second time I've seen one (although it was the first time I had 
seen one unlit). The first one destroyed seven books and damaged over a dozen others. 



Dispatch 3, Special Movie Edition (2/03/04) 

 

As the film-award season begins its winter blossom, it seems appropriate to include a 
special movie pullout edition of this dispatch. Enjoy... 

 
Books to Movies  
Every winter, summer, spring, and... well, basically every month... it happens. A movie 

comes out that everyone thinks is good and that movie happens to be based on a book. As 
it turns out, Hollywood is big business for libraries because they increase the circulation 

of books that have been otherwise collecting dust for some time. This holiday/Oscar 
season has released a swarm of movies based on books, which has been a true blessing 
for some books, and did nothing for others. With the exception of The Return of the 

King and The Cat in the Hat, it has been months (in some cases years) since the books 
have been checked out. Here is how the books made into movies are faring this winter. 

 
The Return of the King by J. R. R. Tolkien  
4 - Available  

3 - Missing  
1 - Lost  

7 - Checked out 
Master and Commander by Patrick O¹Brian  
3 - Checked out  

0 - Available 
Cold Mountain by Charles Frazier  

1 - Available 
Cheaper by the Dozen by Frank B. Gilbreth and Ernestine Gilbreth Carey  
1 - Missing 

House of Sand and Fog by Andre Dubus III  
1 - Available  

1 - Check out 
Big Fish by Daniel Wallace  
1 - Available 

Paycheck: And Other Classic Stories by Philip K. Dick (also in The Short Happy Life of 
the Brown Oxford)  

1 - On order 
The Cat in the Hat (English) by Dr. Seuss  
8 - Checked out  

2 - Available  
1 - Lost  

1 - Missing 
The Cat in the Hat (Spanish) by Dr. Seuss  
8 - Checked out  

1 - Available  
1 - Lost 

Mystic River by Dennis Lehane  
2 - Available 



Timeline by Michael Crichton  
1 - Available  

1 - Check out 
 

Notable Librarians in Sometimes Notable Films:  
*Sylvia Marpole, An Extremely Goofy Movie (voiced by Bebe Neuwirth)  
*Marian Paroo, The Music Man [1962] (played by Shirley Jones)  

*Lynn Wells, Major League (played by Rene Russo)  
*Librarian, Billy Elliot  (played by Carol McGuigan)  

*Angela Benedict, Seven Faces of Dr. Lao (played by Barbara Eden)  
*Sara Waters/Laura Burney, Sleeping with the Enemy(played by Julia Roberts)  
*Children's Librarian, A Tree Grows in Brooklyn(played by Lillian Bronson) 

 
Notable Library Scenes in Sometimes Notable Films:  

*The Breakfast Clubðmost of the movie takes place in a school library of sorts.  
*A Beautiful Mindðseveral scenes are shot at the Princeton University library.  
*Finding ForresterðThe New York Public Library is featured in one scene.  

*Forever YoungðOne of the scenes takes place in the California Public Library in 
Inglewood. 

 
Number of Oscar Best PictureðNominated Films That Were Once Books: A Five-Year 
History  

2002ð4/5  
2001ð2/5  

2000ð2/5  
1999ð2/5  
1998ð1/5 



Dispatch 4 (2/16/04) 

 

Lost & Found  
Eminem [The Eminem Show, edited version], scratched CD (no case)  

Pacifier  
Pink plastic sandal, left foot (toddler-size)  
Black cotton sweater  

Floppy disc  
JanSport backpack (empty)  

Worn out copy of The Client by John Grisham with the inscription: ³Happy 19th 
birthday! Love, Grandma and Grandpa, 1999² 
Library Books Most Likely to Go MIA or AWOL Last Year:  

GED Study Guide, by Various Authors  
On the Road, by Jack Kerouac  

Night, by Elie Wiesel  
The Red Badge of Courage (Cliffs Notes) , by Patrick J. Salerno  
Why Do Bad Things Happen to Good People? , by Melvin Tinker  

Two Badges: The Lives of Mona Ruiz, by Mona Ruiz and Geoff Boucher 



Dispatch 5 (4/22/04) 

 

Tax Day  
Number of patrons on April 16 who asked, "When is the last day to file my 2003 tax 

return?": 5 
Number of patrons on April 17 who asked, "When is the last day to file my 2003 tax 
return?": 1 

 
Lost & Found  

Blue gym shorts  
One toddler shoe (right foot)  
Handwritten poem (untitled)  

Black wallet (no cash or identification) 
 

Rate Me  
This week the apparent "it" site for kids is ratingpictures.com. This is a curious site that 
teaches kids how to be shallow. Visitors to the site rate pictures of people based on what 

they look like. The scale is a one-to-ten format with one being the ugliest and ten being 
the prettiest. When asked why they spend hours at this site, the most common response 

was "It's fun." The average age of kids viewing the site was fifth to eighth grade. None of 
the kids suspected that the pictures were of real, actual people; to them the people were 
fake, and therefore had no feelings. 

 
Series Books  

Total number of available copies of books in the series:  
Harry Potter series: 87 (hardback and paperback)  
Left Behind for Kids series: 34 (paperback)  

Captain Underpants series: 51 (hardback and paperback)  
Baby-sitters Club series: 78 (paperback)  

Series of Unfortunate Events series: 26 (hardback)  
Star Wars series: 43 (paperback)  
Magic Tree House series: 69 (hardback and paperback)  

Goosebumps series: 19 (paperback)  
Mary Kate & Ashley series: 37 (paperback) 



Dispatch 6 (5/10/04) 

 

It's not incredibly strange to have an odd thing happen with a patron in the restroom, but 
to have two in a week...that kind of thing's worthy of an entire dispatch devoted to the 

bathroom. 
 
Patron One  

On Saturday, I was minding my own business when a library clerk came to me and said 
there were complaints about a patron sleeping in the restroom. "Sleeping in the 

restroom?" I questioned, believing that somewhere in this short statement there had 
surely been a misunderstanding. "Sleeping in the restroom," he assured me. I hate being 
informed of such things, because this means I have to do something about it. I could 

handle the time I had to tell a man he needed to pull his pants up a little higher because he 
was exposing himself in such a way that it was offensive to patrons; I could handle telling 

patrons that they're not allowed to look for pornography on the library computers; I can 
even keep a straight face when someone asks if we have The Complete Idiot's Guide to 
Sex. But sleeping in the restroomðthere was something sacred about the restroom that I 

hated to disturb. I approached the restroom with a bit of weary caution. Man #1 was using 
the urinal; Man #2 was sleeping on the floor of stall one (our only stall) with his head 

resting against the toilet. I left the restroom and told the clerk that, yes, there was indeed a 
man sleeping on the restroom floor. I knew what his follow-up question would be: "What 
should we do?" I shrugged, waited for Man #1 to leave the restroom, then entered the 

restroom once more and said, "Sir, are you okay?" It had not escaped me that Man #2 
might have had some sort of freak restroom accident and was thus unconscious. "Yes," 

was Man #2's reply. I was really hoping he was unconscious and there was thus a reason 
for his odd behavior that was justifiable. Instead I had to reason that Man #2 was just 
plain nutty, and I hated having to reason such thoughts about patrons. I thought quickly 

for what I could say. "You're not allowed to sleep in the restroom." There was nothing 
original about this, but it was fast thinking. "Okay," Man #2 said. I had expected some 

resistance and when none came a part of me was a little disappointed. I left the restroom 
with that feeling of accomplishment you get when you kick a man out of the restroom for 
sleeping on the floor, then ran to the front of the library to get a good view of the man 

when he left the library (he had been behind the stall with the door shut and I could only 
make out his backside). When Man #2 left, I was surprised to see that this was a regular 

patron, granted one that was sometimes a little off, but not exactly the type of person I'd 
take for sleeping on restroom floors. 
 

Patron Two  
Patron number two is the man who sang romantic Spanish tunes in the restroom. He came 

on an otherwise normal Thursday evening about an hour before closing. I was sitting at 
the information desk looking intently at a blank computer screen when a library page 
came to me and said, "There's a man in the bathroom who's been in there a really long 

time." I shrugged and thought to myself that it was a little weird for the library page to be 
keeping track of how long patrons used the restroom. I said the patron was probably just 

having a rough go at it, and to let me know if he was still there in thirty minutes. The 
page nodded and continued, "That's not all. He's singing in Spanish. He keeps flushing 



the toilet and then singing a new song every time he flushes it. He's flushed the toilet at 
least ten times since he went in." I asked what songs he was singing. I don't know why I 

asked what he was singing; I don't think I would have treated the situation differently if 
he were singing disco or grunge. I suppose I was just curious. The page said he didn't 

know because they were in Spanish, but they sounded romantic. I nodded and told the 
page to follow me to the bathroom (it's always a good idea to approach a strange situation 
in the library with another person who can act as a witness should anything happen that 

requires police attention). I stood with the page at the restroom door for several minutes 
listening to the man sing in Spanish. He had a nice voice, although he sang high notes a 

little off key. "What are you going to do?" the page finally asked me. I shrugged. I was 
preparing the encounter with the singing restroom man in my head; first I'd ask if 
everything was okay, then I'd tell him to wrap it up because we were closing the restroom 

in five minutes. I hated restroom encounters with patronsðthere was no way to make 
them less awkward. I started for the restroom door, but it opened before I went in. A tall 

Spanish man with a large sombrero on his head exited. He was wearing a Disneyland 
T-shirt and faded jeans, and he carried a ceramic cactus (the ones street vendors sell for 
haggled prices in Tijuana). "Everything okay?" The man smiled and nodded, "Sí." Then 

he left the library. 
 

Odd Things Found in the Restroom Sink  
Toothpaste  
Half-eaten Snickers bar  

Shoelace  
Toothpick  

Shaving cream  
Prom picture  
Bundles of hair 



Dispatch 7: Summer Movie Edition 

 

Unlike the holiday season, when studios are eager to release movies with somewhat 
decent plots copied from sometimes decent books, summer movies tend to get their ideas 

from other movies. There will be, of course, some that come from books, but this does 
not do a lot for the books' circulation. Here's a rundown of how this summer's books- into- 
movies are faring as the summer box offices open for business. 

 
A Slipping-Down Life by Anne Tyler  

1 - Available 
Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban (English) by J. K. Rowling  
5 - Available  

10 - Checked out  
4 - Missing 

Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban (Spanish) by J. K. Rowling  
3 - Available  
1 - Checked out 

The Stepford Wives by Ira Levin  
Not Available 

Around the World in Eighty Days by Jules Verne  
1 - Available  
1 - Missing 

A Widow for One Year by John Irving (inspired the filmThe Door in the Floor)  
1 - Available 

The Notebook by Nicholas Sparks  
2 - Available  
1 - Missing 

I, Robot by Isaac Asimov  
5 - Available  

1 - Checked out 
The Bourne Supremacy by Robert Ludlum  
1 - Checked out 

A Home at the End of the World by Michael Cunningham  
Not Available 

Princess in the Spotlight by Meg Cabot (inspired the film The Princess Diaries 2: Royal 
Engagement)  
2 - Available  

3 - Checked out 
Vanity Fair by William Makepeace Thackeray  

1 - Available 
 
Notable Librarians in Sometimes Notable Films:  

Betty Lou, The Gun in Betty Lou's Handbag (played by Penelope Ann Miller)  
Bertha Anderson, Citizen Kane (played by Georgia Backus)  

John Lewis, Only Two Can Play (played by Peter Sellers)  
Alicia Hull, Storm Center (played by Bette Davis)  



Lily,  Lily of the Dust (played by Pola Negri) 
Notable Library Scenes in Sometimes Notable Films:  

GhostbustersðNew York Public Library is featured  
Breakfast at Tiffany's  

PhiladelphiaðFurness Building at the University of Pennsylvania is featured 



Dispatch 8: Three Tales of the Internet 

 

Tale #1: In Which an Elderly Patron Unintentionally Tries to Destroy a Computer 
Elderly patrons are very sweet people who very frequently bring me food, tell me how 

much they appreciate the libraryôs presence in the neighborhood, and small-talk about 
their favorite mysteries and true-crime books. Theyôre pleasant to be aroundðunless they 
want to use a computer. I am convinced that grandkids are inherently evil people who tell 

their grandparents to ñjust go to the library and open up an e-mail accountðitôs free and 
so simple.ò 

 
Of course, the free part gets them to the library in swarms, and, of course, they donôt 
want to take part in the libraryôs free Internet classes, because ... well, in the words of one 

elderly patron, ñI donôt need a class, because my grandkid said it was simple, and you can 
just show me the basics.ò One such elderly patron came to the library not too long ago 

with such ideals. Strangely, his trouble was not so much opening an e-mail account as it 
was using the print card. 
 

Print cards are pesky little things librarians institute for the sake of harassing patrons and 
discouraging them from printing anything. Often, it works, but this little old man was 

persistent. I showed him step by step what to do to print, and he was doing pretty well. 
He seemed to be paying careful attention: he hit the print button like a pro, walked to the 
print station like a king. Then he screwed upðbig time. At the print station, another 

patron told me some teenagers had just said the ñfò word to her five-year-old son and 
then ran off to the boysô room, where she was pretty sure they were up to no good. I told 

the elderly gentleman to hang tight and Iôd be right back to help him. 
 
I learned in just a short time that expecting him to hang tight was a mistake. When I 

returned to the man, he looked hopelessly confused. ñIt didnôt work,ò he explained, 
frustrated. ñAnd it wonôt give me my print card back.ò I walked to the print station and 

stared for several seconds at the card reader. I studied it from several angles but did not 
see his card. ñYouôre sure it didnôt come out?ò I asked. He nodded, but then pointed at his 
computer. ñItôs in there.ò 

 
I looked at the computer, confused. He pointed at the floppy-disk drive and said, ñI tried 

pushing the button, but it still wonôt come out.ò I kneeled down and immediately saw the 
print card wedged deep inside the floppy-disk drive. I had seen paper clips, scrap paper, 
and pencils inside the floppy-disk drive, but this was the first print card. 

I went to the workroom to get out some tweezers, and when I returned, the man was 
gone. I never saw him again. 

 
Tale #2: In Which a Patron Decides to Record the Internet 
Because I work in a small branch library with only a dozen or so Internet terminals (all of 

which are very close to where I sit), it has become a habit to do my best to ignore what 
patrons are viewing, so as to ensure their privacy. Last week, however, I noticed a 

woman sit down at a computer and pull from her small handbag a video camera. She 
logged in to her e-mail account, turned on her recorder, and proceeded to record 



messages that had been sent to her inbox. Using a video camera in a city building without 
prior consent from the city is not allowed, but I let her do it for a few minutes, more for 

the sake of personal amusement and curiosity than anything else. Finally, after about five 
minutes, I became bored watching the woman, so I approached her and explained that she 

would have to get city approval if she wanted to use her video camera in the library. She 
rolled her eyes and said, ñWell, I was finished anyway.ò She stuffed her camera back into 
her bag, looked suspiciously around, and left in a hurry. 

 
Tale #3: In Which a Patron Has a Little Too Much Fun 

There are different types of Internet users who visit the library. Thereôs the casual user, 
who uses the libraryôs Internet service perhaps once a month; the regular user, who uses it 
every day; the college user, who comes to the library only when their schoolôs lab is full; 

and many other types, which Iôll leave out for no real reason. 
 

This final tale involves what I would describe as a regular user. I rarely saw him doing 
anything on the computer except sending and reading e-mail. He was quiet and never 
asked for help on the Internet. Then one day, as I was helping a younger patron find a 

book for his state-report assignment, the man came to me seeking help with printing. 
When I got to his computer, I saw a picture of an overweight, fully nude Caucasian 

woman holding a jar of peanut butter. I told the man that this kind of material went 
against the libraryôs Internet usage policy. I have had to explain this policy to several 
patrons who have used the Internet terminals to view pornographic images, and every 

time, the patron does one of three things: they act embarrassed and apologize for their 
actions, they nod and quickly leave, or they try to defend their actions by saying that they 

are a taxpayer and can look at whatever they want to on the computer. 
 
This man, however, explained quite seriously that, ñI didnôt know you werenôt allowed to 

look at pornography on the Internet.ò I nodded and pointed at the large sign above the 
computers, which stated clearly the libraryôs stance on this issue. 

 
The man nodded and asked if he could still print the picture. I said no and added that, 
because heôd abused the libraryôs policy (a major no-no), he would now be banned from 

using the Internet. He nodded; then, to my surprise, flipped over a computer printout of a 
nude woman; and left with no further comment. 

 
I did not bother asking how he was able to print the other picture without help. 



Dispatch 9 (7/22/04) 

 

Lost & Found 
Butterfinger candy bar (unopened) 

Bottled water 
Goodnight Moon board book 
3 pencils 

Plastic wallet with Mickey ears 
 

Patron of the Week 
Walter Scott's weekly "Personality Parade" in the "Parade" section of the Sunday paper 
always reminds me of the library, mainly because it almost always has someone who 

starts out their question with something along the lines of "Please settle a bet." It's 
amazing how many information-seeking phone calls libraries receive that start in such a 

way, and I always enjoy answering them, because it gives me pleasure knowing that 
someone somewhere has made a quick buck off something I said. Last week, I received 
such a call from an elderly woman wanting me to settle a bet between her and her son. 

She wanted to know what countries in Europe the Great Wall of China went through and 
what was the year Reagan tore it down. When I explained that the Great Wall of China 

was still mostly intact and that she probably meant the Berlin Wall, she replied coolly, 
"No, hon, you see, the Berlin Wall is just the part of the wall that goes through Berlin." I 
put on my best geography-teacher hat to try and explain the Great Wall of China was, in 

fact, exclusively in Asia. She replied, "I'm pretty sure you're wrong. What would be so 
great about tearing down a wall in Germany? It's not even that big of a country." 

 
Book Drop 
This week someone decided to put all their creative powers to work by dumping dirt into 

the library's overnight book drop. 



Dispatch 10 (8/26/04) 

 

Librarian Confessions 
When I tell patrons to lower their voice in the library, I like to say it in a loud voice. 

 
I tell patrons the library is closing in five minutes even though it's closing in ten minutes, 
just to make them think it's closing so they'll check out their books. 

Sometimes I tell parents that their child's library card is showing a fine of $57.20 when it 
is actually showing a fine of 20 cents. After their eyes widen, I tell them I was just 

kidding. 
 
I like to make up stories about people who work at the library. One day, for instance, two 

young boys were looking for books on wrestlers; I pointed to the man shelving books and 
said they should talk to him because he is a former pro wrestler. They spent 10 minutes 

asking him about various wrestlers he had beaten, even though he repeatedly denied that 
he was a pro wrestler. 
 

When a patron asks what we do with the money we collect from fines, I tell them it's a 
Christmas slush fund and at the end of the year we buy each other presents. 

 
When a kid asks for the fourth Harry Potter book, I tend to say, "Is that the one where 
Harry dies? Oh wait, no, that's in the fifth oneðmy bad." 

 
When the fifth Harry Potter book arrived at the library before it was scheduled to be 

released to the public, I opened it up and read the first sentence just because I knew I 
wasn't supposed to. 
 

I am frequently nicer to female patrons than to male patrons. 
 

Sometimes I act like I don't know very much about computers just so I won't have to help 
a patron on the computer. 
 

When a kid comes to the reference desk and asks, "Where are the books on dinosaurs?," I 
frequently will point very broadly at the rows of bookshelves and say, "Over there." 

 
In the break room, I frequently complain to other workers about patrons who smell funny. 



Dispatch 11 (10/13/04) 

 

An Interview With Josh, Who Is a Library Page, and Whose Name Has Been Changed 
 

What size shoe do you wear? 
11½. 
 

What's the best kind of shelving shoe? 
Vans. 

 
What technique do you use to secretly read a book while you're supposed to be shelving? 
There's a section in Juvenile FictionðJF-L to JF-Z that cannot be seen by the senior clerk 

unless she is wandering around the library. I get in a squatting-type position in this area 
and position the book truck in front of me in such a way that it sort of looks like I'm 

sorting books on the bottom of the truck and not reading. 
 
Do you remember those two Russian girls that came in that one summer and all the guys 

were trying to figure out ways to hit on them when they didn't know English? 
Yes. 

 
If there were a biopic made detailing your life as a page, who would you want to play the 
role of you? 

I think Adam Sandler would do me justice, but only if it were a dramaðhis comedic 
ability is at times lacking. 

 
What's your favorite area to shelve? Why? 
Depends on my mood. I like videos and paperbacks, because they can be shelved quickly, 

and bringing back trucks quickly makes the clerks think I'm productive. If I'm reading 
what I shelve, then I like the 900 section; I know more about history from shelving in this 

section than from all the classes I've taken in college. 
 
What's your least favorite area to shelve? Why? 

398s. They're never in order, and it's hard to read the call numbers, because the spine is 
usually narrow. 

 
What are the most common questions you're asked while shelving? 
Mostly where the bathroom is and what time does the library close. 

 
What's the best way to put books in order? Dewey or LOC? Why? 

Dewey. I don't know why. 
 
On average, how many book trucks do you shelve in one hour? 

If I'm not careful about making sure the books are in orderðabout 3. If I'm taking my 
time, then 1.5. 

 
Are you jealous or competitive with other pages? 



Only when we're working on the same shift. I try to shelve more than everyone else. 
 

If you could be any book, what one would you be? Why? 
Probably one of those paperback romances. Lonely, desperate women are always 

checking them outðit would make me feel hot and wanted. 
 
What do you think about the library's checkout policy? 

It's OK. 



Dispatch 12 (12/6/04) 

 

Waking the Dead 
I've heard awkward stories about people who've seen their patrons in an uncomfortable 

setting. It's never happened to me until quite recently. I was at a funeral. Can you see the 
writing on the wall? No? Let me elaborate just a bit more. The church where the funeral 
was being held was only a few blocks from the library I worked at. The church's 

elementary school had visited the library a handful of times, and I was usually the one 
that read them stories. After the funeral, as I walked through the parking lot with other 

mourners, I heard a kid yell from the playground on the opposite side of the parking lot: 
"Hey, it's the library guy." I've always wondered what it would be like to be a celebrity 
and not be able to go anywhere without someone shouting your name; I sort of felt like a 

celebrity at the funeral, and now I know how it feels ... awkwardðincredibly awkward. I 
looked at the handful of kids who had gathered together after they heard the child's 

announcement; they stared at me with curious eyes, and seemed excited that I had 
stumbled onto their territory. I smiled, waved, and then bowed my head and pretended to 
be mournful. I hoped the wave would have been mighty enough to silence them. It 

wasn't. Another child yelled across the parking lot: "What are you doing here, anyway?" I 
looked around hoping by chance no one else had noticed the scene. Unfortunately, people 

had. I wasn't about to yell out to the kids, "I'm at a funeral," so I pretended I hadn't heard 
them and walked quickly to my car. 
 

Lost & Found 
Virgin Mobile cell phone (with a sticker picture of a boy who looks curiously similar to 

the "Mikey Likes It" boy) 
Transparent green diskette 
Old Navy sweater 

Right-footed flip- flop 
DVD: Day After Tomorrow (no case) 

Tattered copy of Junie B. Jones Is a Graduation Girl 
Children's Pokemon wallet (no cash) with ticket stub forThe Incredibles from the AMC 
30 @ The Block of Orange 



Dispatch 13 (12/15/04) 

 

The Bus Stop Is Near, No? 
Working near Disneyland, I see a lot of people walk into the library from out of 

townðpeople visiting the city for the conventions, amusement parks, or (though they 
certainly won't admit it) the motels with ... hourly rates. Most of these patrons never 
come in long enough for me to remember their name, but there are exceptions. One such 

exception was Zelenka, a homely Czechoslovakian, and Veronica, her 
drop-dead-gorgeous (also Czechoslovakian) friend, who were both working for a hotel 

for the summer. 
Veronica never once came into the library unnoticed; whenever she entered the building, 
it was like seeing a model do her thing on the fashion runway, putting on a little show for 

every person in the library (male, female, and even small children). It was fun watching 
all the desperate old men (who normally were occupied in Internet chat rooms and 

posting personal ads on dating sites), trying their best to communicate with the 
Czechoslovakian vixen, who knew little English and really just wanted to check her 
e-mail. There were even one or two requests for books on learning the Czechoslovakian 

language. Library pages, in their own attempts to get to know the wondrous lady better, 
would accidentally tap their book cart against the back of her chair, then apologize and 

engage in small talk, not seeming to notice that she probably understood only 10 percent 
at best of what they were saying. Sometimes the pages would say something she 
understood, and she would smile and joyfully repeat whatever word she had picked up: 

"Ah, yes, pancake!" Then, believing they had established a common connection, they 
would use the word in every sentence that followed. 

 
I, of course, kept it professional (a hazard of the job being that all librarians must pretend 
to be boring while working ... except children's librarians, who, I'm pretty sure, take pills 

to maintain their abnormal amount of energy and perkiness). I felt a little sorry for 
Zelenka, who got no attention, but it was her own fault for thisðthere was no dazzle in 

her step or charm in her smile, and she had a horrid sense for fashion; to be quite honest 
her name only comes to mind when thinking of Veronica, but that' s beside the point. As 
their stay progressed and it became certain that they would soon leave for their homeland, 

the pages made mad attempts to have just one date. 
 

Ultimately, however, it was Iðthe librarianðwho had the last waltz ... though not 
literally, of course. The library was closing one night and Veronica was the sole patron in 
the building; I had not seen her companion Zelenka all day. As best as I could tell, she 

was supposed to have a ride home, but something happened; how anyone could have left 
such a beauty abandoned at a library in the night is beyond me, but they did, and I knew 

it would be up to me to protect the damsel in distress from the dangers of Southern 
California. I used gestures and slow speech to try to tell her that if she stayed outside the 
library alone she would surely die and that she should let me give her a ride home. And 

she did. I tried to make her feel safe as we drove; I told her about my country and asked 
her about hersðit was the same corny small talk I observed patrons using on her in the 

library. The same corny small talk that she never seemed to understand. She smiled 
mostly and stared at me confused. Once, she said, "I am Veronica," and another time, 



"The bus stop is near, no?" but mostly she smiled and said yes to things that didn't exactly 
warrant an answer. Before taking her home, I had never had any sort of conversation with 

her; the only thing I'd ever asked her was "How are you today?" and "Would you like to 
use the Internet?" Now that I had her in my car, and I was asking her less generic 

questions, she seemed less attractive. Seeing her stare at me confused, as I did my best to 
make her feel comfortable, made her seem a little ... dumb. I realize this feeling was 
caused mostly by the language barrier, but nonetheless, I couldn't help but feel as though 

I'd violated something a little sacred, and had stolen forever that beauty she had once 
given to me. She was like a store mannequin meant to be adorned but never touched.  

 
When I pulled into the parking space in front of her motel room, I thought of all of the 
pages and patrons who had dreamed of such a momentðto be here, in front of her room, 

in the right seat to make a move. They probably would have had pickup lines that she 
would not have understood, or perhaps tried to charm her with their looks or incoherent 

ramblings that passed as humor in English, but there was only one thing I had in mind to 
say to her. I told her good night. She told me, "I go. The bus stop is near, no?" and then 
she waved and ran to her room. From that moment on, I did not view her with the same 

admiration that I had when she first came into the library; all I saw when she came into 
the building was the friendly woman who had said "I am Veronica" when I asked her, 

"Do you like California?" I learned an important lesson with Veronica: I realized that 
some patrons were special, and should never be touched; they were given to the library to 
be mysterious figures who walked through the doors and were never meant to be known; 

people who were meant to be recounted through the ages in breakrooms as legends and 
myths of the library. 



Dispatch 14 (12/20/04) 

 

Reflections on the TNT Original Movie The Librarian: Quest for the Spear Starring That 
Guy From ER 

 
When the ALA sends out an e-mail request to librarians to share their thoughts on a 
movie, you know it's a big deal. I'm not a film critic, so I'm not going to get in your face 

Ebert-and-Roeper-style; instead, I'll opt to explain this movie from a librarian's POV: 
 

First off, let me say that there was one thing this movie hit dead onðwhat librarians do. 
The ER guy's actual job description is "the librarian." Throughout the movie, all he does 
is wander around a basement full of mythological artifacts. But why does the librarian do 

what he does? Is he supposed to be running around the world trying to protect these 
artifacts? His job is never really explained, and it's here that there is a similarity between 

the movie librarian and the real librarian. Do you really know what a real librarian does? 
I mean do you really think we sit around and order books for eight hours a day? Think 
about it. 

 
Second, the ER guy received a mysterious magical card asking him to interview for the 

job of librarian. A lot of people probably were wondering about this, so let me explain. 
This is not the normal procedure for interviewing as a librarian. Usually one finds out 
about librarian jobs through Internet sites such as lisjobs.com, e-mails, librarian message 

boards, or the classified section in the newspaper. If you want to be a librarian, don't sit 
around waiting to receive the magical letterðit's just not going to happen that way. 

 
Third, the movie presented a popular cinematic librarian motif: nerdy librarian gets the 
beautiful girl. Guys, I cannot stress this enough: Don't enter the library field expecting to 

get beautiful women. It may happen, but it's probably not going to, because remember, 
you're a librarian. There just aren't a lot of librarian groupies out thereðnot beautiful 

ones, anyway. 
 
Fourth, there was a line in the movie that went something like this: 

MALE: That's the librarian? 
FEMALE: Don't underestimate him. 

While the movie had several false moments, this was not one of them. Don't ever mess 
with a librarianðwe will kill you, grind up your body, then create a cannibalism edition 
of Harry Potter that other librarians will use to teach literacy to flesh-eating tribes in 

Papua New Guinea. I'm not kidding about this. 
 

Fifth, about 30 seconds into the film, I started wondering whatever happened to that girl 
who liked the ER guy in the second seasonðdid she ever make any movies? About five 
minutes into the movie, I started thinking about Dr. Greenðsure was sad how they had to 

kill him off, but at least it was tasteful (not like the way he died inTop Gun). About 10 
minutes into the movie, I started making up movies that the ER guy could do with George 

ClooneyðI think they'd do good together, and it would probably help the ER guy's career 
(enough that I might actually start to remember what his name is). About 11 minutes into 



the movie, I realized I really hadn't been paying very much attention to the movie, and I 
promised myself I would try harder. 

 
Finally, in the movie, Bob Newhart can magically appear at a moment's notice. Few 

people know this (mostly just librarians), but he actually can magically appear at a 
moment's notice. I can't explain how he does this. 



Dispatch 15 (2/15/05) 

 

Corny Library Pickup Lines, and How Librarians Effectively Shoot Them Down 
 

Pardon me, could you please tell me what kind of card I need to check you out? 
Visa, MasterCard, or American Express. 
 

You must have been burning books, because you're looking hot. 
My apologizesðthe new Harry Potter is coming out and I was in the back burning the 

Newbery winners to make room for it. 
 
Can you tell me where I can find books on overcoming a deeply passionate love I have 

for a librarian? 
636.45 MICH. 

 
Libraries should allow food in the building, because right now I could just eat you up.  
Policy is policy, but if you'd really like to change that, the appropriate forms are behind 

youðjust drop it in the suggestion box when you're done, and in due time it will be pulled 
out and set in the loser pile. 

 
I know what I need to access the Internet, but what do I need to access your heart?  
A life. 

 
What book would you recommend to help me sweep you off your feet?  

How to Divorce a Jealous Mad Person. 
 
Can you tell me how to spell love? I'm writing a letter to you.  

Do you mean the agape love, or the love you have for someone you don't have a chance 
of ever getting? 

 
Can you settle a bet? My friend says librarians have no life, but I say they're wild beasts. 
Can I take you out to dinner and prove my friend wrong? 

Tell your friend he's right. 



Dispatch 16 (4/8/05) 

 

Jeffica 
Giving nicknames to problem patrons is one way to provide humor on the job. It also 

establishes handy covertlike code-names for people should problems persist. I have 
nicknamed many patrons over the yearsðthe Red-Faced Man, Mumbles, the Mole, and 
Potty Mouth, just to name a few. Recently, I developed a new nickname for a patron: 

Jeffica. Jeffica has a long history with the library. About four years ago, there was a 
patron named Jeff. He fit perfectly into the she-male category of the human species 

(which is the category for a person whose appearance could easily be passed off as either 
male or female; it was made popular by SNL's "It's Pat" skit). Jeff would come to the 
library two or three times a week and spend hours at a table poring over books. He was 

usually quiet but would occasionally harass librarians over things like having only one 
book of poetry by John Donne. Then one day he stopped coming. I didn't realize it 

immediately; it was several weeks until somebody said, "Say, I haven't see that one guy 
in a while." After a brief discussion on who "that one guy" was, I realized it was Jeff, and 
indeed it had been a while. I didn't see Jeff for four years, but last week he started coming 

in again. There are some patrons you never forgetðJeff is one of them. He had the same 
routine: he would pore over books for hours at a time, and at one point he complained to 

me that we didn't have a single book by Ben Jonson. Toward the end of the week, he 
applied for a new library card because his old one had expired due to lack of use. I was 
surprised when I read the applicationðunder "Name" he wrote "Jessica." It was odd; he 

had the chest of Jeff, the voice of Jeff, even the same dress shoes that Jeff used to wear. 
There was no mistaking it: Jeff was now Jessica. 



Dispatch 17 (5/16/05) 

 

Lost & Found 
Virgin cell phone with a Hello Kitty sticker 

Raincoat 
Bottle of aspirin (3 extra-strength pills left) 
Wallet with Bart Simpson (empty except for a fake driver's license from Disneyland's 

Autopia) 
Toddler sandal (right foot) 

 
Choose Your Battles Wisely 
Old- lady patrons add a unique flavor (and smell) to the library. For the most part, they're 

either warm and fuzzy or bitter and rude. Either way, it's fun to listen to their rambling 
theories about life, happiness, and why everyone should read Dick Francis. Libraries, 

however, wouldn't be quite right if there weren't at least one woman who was loud, crude, 
and sometimes a little drunk. For me there is Ms. Haskell. I can think of several older 
patrons I get a kick out of, but I knew Ms. Haskell was special the first day I met her; she 

asked for the dictionary ... on audiotape. Not an abridged version, or a "500 Power Words 
Everyone Should Know"ðnot even a collegiate dictionary would do. She had it all 

scribbled out on a stained napkin, which she proudly dangled in front of my eyes: "OED 
Dictionary on audiotape." When I said no, we did not have that, she said, "Well, compact 
disc will have to do then." That was my first encounter with her, and all the encounters 

that followed were also about audiotapes. One night, she came in loudly and spent 10 
minutes at the circulation desk telling a helpless library clerk what she thought of each of 

the seven audio books she was returning. When the clerk explained that the library was 
closed and she would have to leave, she turned toward the audio books to make that 
night's selection. I saw where she was going and intercepted her. "The library is closed, 

Ms. Haskellðyou'll have to come back tomorrow." She kept on coming, and said, "Out 
of my way, honey." She then shoved me out of her way. "I'll be just a second," she said. I 

think I was more surprised by her strength than the fact that she pushed me. "Did she just 
push you?" a page quietly asked. "I think she did," I admitted. "Dude, what are you going 
to do?" I didn't reply. I stared at Ms. Haskell, who had made her selection. "See, honey, 

that didn't take but a second." I could have forced her to come back and check out the 
next day, but she would have argued that idea longer than I cared to listen. In a public 

place like a library, you have to choose your battles wisely. Plus, I was kind of afraid she 
might push me again and I'd have to fill out an incident report saying a 70-year-old 
woman physically assaulted me. 



Dispatch 18 (6/28/05) 

 

Adventures in MySpace 
There's a stereotype about librarian jobs that goes something along the lines of "all 

librarians ever do is sit around all day and wait for someone to ask for a book." This is 
simply not the case. For starters, most people don't even know how to read anymore, and 
the few that do don't come to the libraryðthey're obviously smart, and therefore well off 

financially, and therefore go to Amazon.com to buy books, which they in turn donate to 
the library, which the library sells at a book sale, from which proceeds go to buy new 

computers. 
 
Second of all, librarians do plenty: they buy books, form committees to decide what sort 

of committees the library needs, type up minutes for those committee meetings, complain 
about how people can't read anymore and only use the library for free Internet access, 

burn books to make room for the new Harry Potter (which I'm pretty sure most kids only 
check out for the illustrations), and if all that isn't enough, librarians also take breaks and 
lunches. Now occasionally librarians sit behind a desk bored out their minds (but hiding 

it well), but never for more than seven hours a day. Which brings me to MySpace.com. 
 

MySpace was started a few years back in the proud tradition of other social-networking 
sites like Friendster.com. My library is full of high-school kids who think MySpace is the 
greatest thing since Razor scootersðif you're on MySpace, then I'm sure you've run into 

one or two of them. What does this have to do with my previous point? Well, I' ll tell you 
if you just pipe down. I started a MySpace account recently in an effort to cure my 

boredom while sitting at the reference desk waiting for someone to ask me where a book 
was. I figured if high-school kids had so much fun on it, then why couldn't I? Plus, it's my 
duty as a librarian to be informed about what people are doing at the library. 

 
The first time I logged in to MySpace, I saw a picture of guys kissing, a friend whose 

profile said she was gay, which was news to me (at least now I know why she never 
would go out with me, which is better than that "I don't like to leave my cats alone" 
excuse), and an overweight girl with her legs ... actually I'd really rather not go into what 

she was doing with her legsðit was actually pretty frightening. I saw many other 
disturbing things, but I honestly can't say I saw anything very interesting, and yet I stayed 

for a full hour reading profiles of people that I, for the most part, had never met. I 
discovered in myself a voyeuristic fetish I never knew I had. 
 

If you are a bored librarian like me, or just a bored person in general, then perhaps we can 
be friends; my user page is www.myspace.com/scottdouglas. If my profile says that I'm 

online, then perhaps that even means I'm at work waiting for someone to ask for a book. 
And if you have an odd or funny library story, or just like libraries, then 
join groups.myspace.com/librarylovers. 

http://www.myspace.com/scottdouglas
http://groups.myspace.com/librarylovers


Dispatch 19 (9/6/05) 

 

Advice to Future Librarians Entering Graduate School 
Fall is here, which means a new batch of young wannabe librarians will be starting 

graduate school in just a few days. If you happen to be starting library school, then this 
dispatch is for you. 
 

Avoid cataloging classes; they will be pointless. 
 

In papers that you write, cite papers your professors have published. 
 
Take an internship or practicum. 

 
Ninety percent of what your teachers teach you is theory that does you no good in the 

workplace; do your best to forget it after you leave school. 
 
Ask your teacher why a public library uses the Dewey cataloging system as opposed to 

LOC, then doodle for the next three hours while they explain it. 
 

Buy a laptop and play FreeCell during lectures. 
 
Join ALA. It will make you feel important. 

 
Libraries don't do, librarians do. 

 
Take online classes and have the cheap thrill of going to classes in the buff. 
 

Two weeks working in a library will give you more experience than two years in 
graduate school. 

 
Gain as much computer knowledge as humanly possibleðthis will put you ahead of so 
many other librarians. 

 
Letters to the editor do not count as professional publications and will not impress the 

instructor. 
 
I am sorry to say that you may find your stay in graduate school to be not very 

stimulating and quite a yawn, but the job that follows is quite the contrary. 
 

If you ever want to vent your frustrations or need moral support, then by all means e-mail 
me. 



Dispatch 20 (11/3/05) 

 

I think the first clue that the man was going to be a problem was when he said to me, "I 
want to know who took my generatorðwas it you?" This was actually the first thing he 

said to me. It wasn't just what he said or even the hostile way that he said it that made me 
know that this was going to be one of the conversations they didn't teach you how to 
handle in library schoolðit was everything about him. The way he moved, or rather 

fidgeted, told me right away that he had had the sort of breakfast that destroys brain cells. 
 

I had never seen the man, but I knew right away who he was. The previous night we'd 
discovered that some people had been stashing their belongings behind the 
air-conditioning unit in back of the library. A polite note was left saying that if they didn't 

remove the items, the library would have to remove them for them. It was nothing 
personalðfor liability reasons, people just can't do this. 

 
I checked the back of the library to make sure everything was goneðit wasðso I figured 
the problem had been solved. 

 
It hadn't. 

 
"It isn't rightðthat generator cost me 300 bucks, and someone is going to pay." 
 

I apologized to the man and explained, "The library can't be responsible for belongings 
left behind." 

 
The man became more agitated. "Then you knowðyou know where it was hidden. It was 
you. You took my generator." 

 
I shook my head no and explained, "I saw it last night, and know a note was left for its 

owner to remove it from the property." 
 
The man's eyes got bigger. He crossed his arms and nodded a bit psychotically, "I know 

your kindðdon't think I don't. You think just because you have a job you can take from 
me." He paused and continued in a threatening way, "You're either going to give me back 

my generator or pay me. Otherwise, I'll call the police." 
 
Even if the man had not appeared to be on drugs, I think I still would have been a little 

nervousðhe wasn't bigger than me, but his appearance suggested the sort of man who 
liked to keep a knife in his pocket. Still, I did my best to hide any fear, and calmly 

explained, "Sir, I assure you that I did not take your generator. Maybe you should call the 
police and report it as stolen." I knew that he wouldn't call them, but I could always hope. 
 

"Oh, don't think that I won't." He paused, then asked, insanely curious, "Where is your 
car parked?" 

 
Plenty of patrons had asked me strange things, but this was the first who asked me where 



my car was parked. It was almost comical to look at the man, because he actually thought 
I was going to tell him. I struggled to come up with a reply, but the best I could muster 

was, "That's personal." What I meant to say was, "Sir, the fact that I work in a public 
library doesn't make me stupid, it just makes me poor. There's no way I'm going to tell 

youða psychotic person who could very well have a knife in his pocketðwhere I have 
parked my car." 
 

The man stood straighter, and actually, in his straightness, began to look even crazier. 
"It's in the parking lot, isn't it?" 

 
So now the man thinks he's Sherlock Holmes, I thought, amused. A car parked in a 
parking lotðwho would have ever guessed! 

 
I didn't answer his question, which apparently was the answer the man was looking for. "I 

knew itðI'll find it. Don't think that I won't. And I bet that generator's in the trunk." 
 
He left the library, but didn't leave the premises. I sent a co-worker out a few minutes 

later, who told me he was riding a bike in circles around the parking lot. 
 

I don't think he found his generator, but, lucky for me, he got tired of looking for my car 
after two hours and left in time for me to go home. 



Dispatch 21 (3/2/06) 

 

FAQ: Library-Related Questions You Always Wanted to Ask but Never Had the Nerve 
 

I want to check out the Kama Sutra, but I don't want the librarian who checks out the 
book to me to think I'm some kind of pervert. Do you think people are perverts when they 
check out those kinds of books? 

To be honest, the librarians checking out books frequently don't pay an incredible amount 
of attention to what they're checking out unless the person brings attention to themselves. 

For instance, I was checking out a book on abortion to a teenager once. The teen, who 
was a male, told me, "I'm not going to have an abortion or anythingðit's for a report." I 
had not noticed he was checking out a book on abortion until he told me. If you're still 

paranoid, here are some tips: Don't wear bright clothing that makes you appear strange, 
because people are always interested in seeing what strange people are reading. Make 

casual conversation, so the person checking out the book isn't paying attention to what 
you're checking out. And, finally, hide the book in between some less embarrassing 
reading material (e.g., Tom Clancy, John Grisham, or Mary Higgins Clark). 

 
A librarian bent over to retrieve a book on the bottom of the bookshelf, and ... farted. I 

had to really control myself from not laughing hysterically, and ended up running off so 
the librarian didn't see me laughing. Was this the appropriate course of action? 
Laughter is always the best medicine. The librarian had no trouble holding in what they 

were feeling, so why should you? 
 

Why can't I look at porn in the library? Isn't it my right as a citizen? 
Look at yourself in the mirror. You're a disgusting creature if you honestly get some kind 
of kick from looking at nudies in a place full of women, children, andðlet's not 

forgetðlibrarians. Have some decency, you freak. 
 

Have you ever had a government agent tell you to hand over a patron's record? 
No. 
 

If a librarian is mean to me and I call him/her on it, will he/she put fines on my record 
and make my life miserable? 

Librarians fantasize about doing such things, but to actually do so would go against the 
code. If a librarian breaks the librarian code, the head librarian (the same one who created 
J.K. Rowling) will have no choice but to kill the librarian in question Agatha 

Christie-style. 
 

Does the librarian like me? 
Probably not. It's nothing personal. Librarians aren't usually into people who spend time 
going to a library. Besides, are you really attracted to the librarian, or are you just 

attracted to the fact that they work at a library? 
 

I saw a librarian who was wrong. Should I tell him/her they are wrong? 
Absolutely not. You'd only end up embarrassing yourself. Librarians are never 



wrongðthey know everything. If they say 1+1=3, then they're right. In fact, 1+1 does 
equal 3; we only say 2 because many, many years ago someone asked a librarian what 

1+1 equaled and the librarian said 2. It was the right answer then, but not anymore, 
because librarians have since concluded that the new answer is 3. Go ahead, tell your 

math teachers they're wrong. 
 
Do librarians drink, dance, and do things normal people would consider fun? 

Some do. 
 

Do you? 
I'm the designated driver. I did have a sip of wine at a wedding once when I was 11, 
however, but I spit it out. But boy, did it give me a buzz. 

 
Why are librarians so serious? 

It's just the mask we wear to intimidate people so they won't ask us questions. We hate 
showing off how smart we are. 
 

If librarians are so smart, why do they have to go to school to be librarians? 
It is true that librarians are naturally smart, but people won't believe this unless they see 

the sacred master's degree attached to their résumé. 
 
Is it true that they're making a sequel to The Librarian: Quest for the Spear? 

Sadly, yes. 
 

Will you watch it? 
Sadly, yes. 
 

What's a good April Fool's joke to play on someone who works at the library? 
A fine question. To play the best joke, you really need to work at a library or know 

someone who does. One excellent gag is to find someone who works at the library and 
has a teenage daughter, pull up the daughter's record, and reserve a half-dozen books on 
subjects like teen pregnancy, what to expect when you're expecting, and a book of what 

to name your newborn child. When the books arrive, show them to co-workers and 
spread nasty rumors. At the end of the day, tell the person that their daughter's books 

have arrived. Wait a day before you tell them it was a joke. If that's too mean, here's 
another good one: Most databases allow you to insert a note field in the patron's record 
where you can write messages to alert other workers if a patron was rude to you, lied to 

you, smelled like urine, etc. The purpose of this field is to keep track of a patron who isn't 
paying fines or has some sort of other repeating offense, but that doesn't mean you can't 

have a little fun with it. So, find a loyal friend who has a library card and put a note in his 
account that says something like, "If patron is wearing a red T-shirt and a Disney hat, he 
may try to kill you. If he asks you how many books he can check out, he is about to go 

crazy. Alert police immediately." Give your friend a red shirt and a Disney hat, tell him 
to go into the library, check out a book, and ask how many books he can check out. When 

the police arrive, tell him it was just a joke. 



Dispatch 22 (5/17/06) 

 

Fun With Cutters 
I've always had the utmost esteem for Melvil Deweyðfor his professional tendencies, 

that is, and not for his political views (he ardently approved of segregation and opposed 
women's rights)ðand the classification system he crafted. How can you not admire a 
man who began working on a classification system at the age of 23, and started a 

magazine (Library Journal) and co- founded a professional organization (the American 
Library Association) at the age of 25? But there is one thing I've always hated the guy 

for: cutter numbers. (If a book's call number is 833.912 M31, then the cutter number 
would be "M31.") To be fair, good ol' Dewey didn't come up with this scheme of 
funky- looking numbers. (It was actually thought up by Charles Cutter, but it seems more 

fitting to blame it on Dewey, because who's actually heard of Cutter?) 
 

As a library page, I always looked at the numbers and wondered where they came from; 
they seemed to make no logical sense, though I later learned that they actually follow a 
complicated system that most librarians don't even understand or know about. 

Fortunately, many public libraries (though few academic ones) are doing away with these 
cutter numbers, favoring instead the use of the author's last name and, sometimes, the 

year the book was published. It's not as accurate, but at least it's not confusing. For those 
who are stuck with searching book stacks full of those irritating cutter numbers, below is 
a field guide to make them a little less confusing. 

 
In fiction, you might see several books that look something like this: 

V584a 
V584c 
V584e 

 
What does that mean? In this case, the "V" would be the first letter of the author's last 

name; the "584" would also refer, in coded fashion, to the author's name; and the "a," "c," 
and "e" would each refer to the title of the book. The purpose of this sort of cutter is to 
help a page shelve a book by author in alphabetical order according to the book's title.  

 
Apparently, library pages are too stupid to read the title on the spine, so they need a 

confusing number to help them sort things out. 
 
Now here comes something really fun. What if there is a book of criticism to accompany 

that book of fiction? That would look a little something like this: 
G832Z-T54 

 
Why? In this case, "G832" would represent the name of the fiction author whose work is 
being written about; "Z" would mean it's a work of criticism (make sure it's a capital Z or 

it might get a little embarrassing); and, finally, the "T54" would refer to the last name of 
the author of the book of criticism. One thing to point out, however: "G832" would 

actually be a work by John Grisham, which is quite ridiculous, because who writes 
criticism on that guy? As a sad side note, there are in fact books of criticism about that 



guy, and some have compared him to Dostoyevsky. 
 

Sometimes you see a number sequence that goes something like this: 
158.86-S16a 

158.86-S168b 
158.86-S17e 
 

It makes logical sense that 168 is a greater number than 17, so why would you shelve 168 
first? Because a librarian is always right. To the common man, this looks wrong, but to 

the librarian, this is right, because a librarian is never wrong. The more proper excuse 
they'll give is that cutter numbers are not read as a whole number; instead, they're read 
digit by digit. Sound dumb? It is. 

 
I won't go into how to make your own cutter number, but if you're interested you can 

purchase the table here: www.cuttertables.com 
 
And to all you catalogers out there who feel I have insulted you with this simplified 

version of your sacred cutter system, please, no nasty e-mails. 



Dispatch 23 (8/14/06) 

 

When I first began these dispatches, I hinted that perhaps there might be observations 
about other libraries. Thus far I have done a bad job of this. Until now. Not long ago I 

came across a copy of the rules for a Paris library circa 1300. If you have always been 
curious about what libraries were like in Paris circa 1300, time-travel with me and read 
these rules of library conduct, which, if nothing else, will make you appreciate modern 

libraries a little more: 
 

1. Robes and caps required. 
2. No children or illiterates admitted. 
3. Respectable learned men may enter if introduced by a member; their "valets" must 

remain outside. 
4. Each member keeps his own key and loans it to no one. 

5. Neither fire nor light permitted at any time. 
6. No books issued without the permission of the society. 
7. A book should be laid upon a desk only after the dust has been removed. 

8. No writing in or other abuse of a book. 
9. Whether writing or reading, no bothering of others by talking or walking. 

10. Maximum silence, as would be appropriate to premises "sacred and august." 
11. Condemned books are available to professors of theology onlyðfor use in line of 
duty only. 

12. The professor is not to read such works for curiosity, lest he be poisoned. 
13. Violators of that restraint are to be reprimanded. 



Dispatch 24 (10/23/06) 

 

I've seen bored librarians do everything from play FreeCell to read a book. I typically go 
to Wikipedia. When I visit the site on work time, I feel like I'm educating myself, which 

will help library patrons in the long run. It helps me feel not so guilty for getting paid 
over $20 an hour for essentially doing nothing. Plus, it makes me look busy. 
 

At some point in my infinite bored searches, I find myself reading about Casanova and I 
dream that one day I will join his ranks as the greatest librarian who ever lived. Sure, 

there are those who argue that there were other librarians who contributed more to the 
profession (people like Charles Cutter, Mary Fairchild, John Beckley, and Zenodotus ... 
people I'm sure most have never even heard of), or people who are more well known for 

having been librarians (people like Beverly Cleary, Madeleine L'Engle, Jorge Luis 
Borges, or Lewis Carroll). But when I think of famous librarians, I don't think of any of 

those people; I think of Casanova, because he makes the whole profession seem sexy. In 
truth, Casanova didn't really like being a librarian and didn't contribute anything to the 
profession. Still, he is the only librarian to have Heath Ledger play him in a movie, which 

has to count for something. 
 

In my effort to become the greatest librarian since Casanova, I am enlisting the help of 
my fellow readers. I'm asking you all to please go to Wikipedia.org, type in "Scott 
Douglas," and invent my life. Tell the truth, tell a half- truth, tell what you think might be 

truth ... just make me look good. If that means saying I'm rumored to be courting Jessica 
Alba or, heck, even a Brokeback cowboy, then by all means say it. If Stephen Colbert can 

get people to write an entire Wiki entry on a word that didn't even exist until he said it, 
then surely you can do this. Many of you are probably reading this at work, and have 
nothing better to do, so here's an assignment to cure your boredom. And, if you are really 

bored, you can go one step further and add an entry for the word I use to describe 
boredom at the reference desk: referbored. 

 
Here are some of the Wiki topics/people I've read up on: Mills Ends Park, Micronation, 
the Principality of Sealand, D'oh!, Bill Gates's House, Weird Al, Death Erection, 

Dipendra of Nepal, John Wilmot (Second Earl of Rochester), Ilya Bryzgalov, Ed Gein, 
the Invisibles. 



Dispatch 25 (2/28/07) 

 

Troubleshooting Library Computer Problems 
 

Problem: The USB won't go in. 
Solution: Take off the cap. 
 

Problem: I don't see the cursor.  
Solution: Turn on the computer. 

 
Problem 1.0: I need to e-mail this document.  
Solution 1.0: Open up your e-mail and send it as an attachment. 

 
Problem 1.1: I don't have e-mail ... I just need to send it to them. Can't I do that?  

Solution 1.1: No. 
 
Problem: I have a 100-page document that I need to print, but I have my own paper, so 

why do I still have to pay?  
Solution: Because trees can be cut down for free by some guy hoping to destroy the 

Amazon rainforest. Ink takes a little more effort. 
 
Problem: The numbers won't type.  

Solution: Push down on the number- lock key. 
 

Problem: The keyboard doesn't have elfish characters.  
Solution: Freak. 
 

Problem: I cannot play Pogo. 
Solution: Have you tried a dating service? There really are better things to do with your 

time; sure, you're ugly, but there has to be someone desperate enough. 
 
Problem: Where's the "any" key?  

Solution: Type the following: I-D-I-O-T. 
 

Problem: Your library won't let me into my Yahoo! mail.  
Solution: Try typing it Y-A-H-O-O, not Y-A-H-O-A. 
 

Problem: This ad tells me I have won an iPod Nano.  
Solution: Go for the gold, and give them your Social Security number to claim your 

prize. 



Dispatch 26 (11/12/07) 

 

I had mixed feelings when my manager asked me to go to the CLA (California Library 
Association) conference in Long Beach. I hate conferences because I hate people, but this 

wasn't just a library conference; this was the mother of all library conferencesðonly 
ALA's annual conference could top it. 
For readers wondering what happens at a library conference (hint: there are no workshops 

on shushing people), I have created a detailed diary of my day below. 
- - - - 

8:30 a.m. I decide to be environmental and ride public transportation halfway. The 
station is in Compton. 
8:38 a.m. On train. Realize it's probably not the smartest idea to be a white guy on a train 

in Compton. Begin to consider whom I will text first when I am mugged and beaten. 
8:39 a.m. Remember that when I am mugged and beaten they will likely take my phone, 

so I don't really need to worry about whom I will text first. 
8:43 a.m. I didn't know Rosa Parks had her own metro station. I wonder if she ever got a 
car. Make a mental note to Google this later. 

8:58 a.m. Arrive in Long Beach. Acres of Books is walking distance from the convention 
center. Now I have somewhere to go when I sneak out early. 

9:10 a.m. I got off a stop too early. 
9:15 a.m. I haven't used a public restroom since that whole senator scandal. I'm being 
extra careful. I have an eerie feeling the guy next to me is going to try and play footsies. 

9:21 a.m. Realize the first workshop is at 10:30, not9 o'clock. Great. 
9:28 a.m. So bored. 
10:33 a.m. First workshop is underway. It's onWeb 2.0. I hate that term. 

10:36 a.m. Why do so many of the female librarians at this workshop look like men? 
10:38 a.m. First person leaves. I am in the clear! Now I can leave and it won't be weird. 

10:41 a.m. I really want to leave but I don't want it to be weird. 
10:42 a.m. Decide to stay. People will stare if I leave, and I just don't have that kind of 
courage. 

11:01 a.m. The second half of this lecture is so boring! Everyone is leaving. It wouldn't 
be weird or awkward nowðeveryone else is doing it. 

11:02 a.m. It would be weird. I stay. 
10:05 a.m. Please be almost over! 
11:40 a.m. Lunch at Islands. Try to have a professional discussion. 

12:10 p.m. Walk to the bay. 
12:25 p.m. My impression of Long Beach? Where are all the long beaches? 

1:42 p.m. Visit the job fair. After seeing the tables of various employers, consider the 
humor of being paid to look at the job booths of other employers. I hope no one saw me. 
1:57 p.m. Why is it that every conference I go to has at least one guy wandering around 

like a lost European backpacker who hasn't slept or showered in days? Seriously, who 
takes a hiking backpack to a library conference? 

2:09 p.m. Librarians are quite tacky. I've heard one loudly, and unapologetically, fart. 
Another picked his nose, and then seemed to admire the size of the booger. And, most 
pathetically, I saw a librarian at lunch crawling on the ground for food that fell (which he 

ate). 
2:17 p.m. Next workshop is presented by a guy who claims to be a futurist. Futurist! It 



sounds like someone who didn't quite make it as a prophet. 
2:19 p.m. This guy is sure proud of himself. Lecture summed up in one sentence: Be 

prepared for the future. 
2:20 p.m. Look around the room and wonder if anyone actually pays the $200 for this 

thing. 
2:43 p.m. He seems to be very passionate about something, but I'm not paying attention, 
so I don't know whatðmust be inspiring, though. I'd like to pay attention, but I just 

remembered I still haven't watched the sequel to Librarian: Quest for the SpearðI'm 
really distracted by the thought. 

2:46 p.m. Who would really know if I left early? 
2:47 p.m. Someone would know. 
2:48 p.m. I was kind of hoping the guy would talk more about gadgets of the future and 

not how bleak the library's future might be. 
3:40 p.m. I am never going to get those hours back. 

3:51 p.m. The next lecture is about wikis. It's the same stuff I heard in the morning. 
4:40 p.m. They lost me at hello. 
5:01 p.m. Finally going home! 

Note: Some times and places have been changed, staggered, and/or exaggerated so as to 
make people believe that I did not sneak out early. 

For a photo diary of my trip to the CLA conference, visit speakquietly.blogspot.com. 



Dispatch 27 (12/12/07) 

 

Patron of the Week 
Some patrons you can just tell are going to be crazy. Clemens, a homeless man in drag 

who came into the library this week, saved me from guessing and told me right when he 
walked in: "My name's Clemens. I'm crazy and want to use a computer." To seal the deal, 
he extended his hand to shake. 

 
If I'd been anywhere but the library, I would have shaken his hand and wondered what 

exactly he meant by "I'm crazy." At the library, however, saying you're crazy simply 
means you belong. What I couldn't, however, shake from my mind as I shook his hand 
was how exactly a homeless man in drag got the name Clemens. 

 
As I signed him up for the Internet, he proudly explained, "I'm just visiting. I'm from 

hell." I thought about asking about the weather this time of year, but didn't want to extend 
the conversation any longer. "I'm from an artist community of hell called Los Angeles," 
he explained further. "I had a wild night last night. I got drunk, took some magic pills, 

and ended up in a prison down here. They just let me out. I probably should get an HIV 
test, because I'm pretty sure I screwed more than one person, and possibly a camelðbut 

that might have just been the pills talking." 
 
The man had just openly confessed that he might have had sex with a camel, and I didn't 

know what to say, so I said the first thing on my mind, "You can use computer No. 10." 
 

He nodded, and then asked, "Can you tell me the name of the site that has pictures of 
every single person, dead or alive, and you can see them from every possible angle?" I 
almost directed him to the Homeland Security website, but instead went the easy route 

and just said I didn't know what he was talking about. 
 

For the next 30 minutes, the man sat in front of the computer but didn't actually use it. 
Instead, he watched everyone who walked by, and talked to anyone who would listen. 
After 30 minutes, he came to the desk once more and wanted directions back to Los 

Angeles on the bus. He didn't care what part of L.A.ðany part of the city would do. 
When he left, I smiled, and kind of hoped he would come back. A little bit of crazy is 

nice sometimes. 
 
Lost & Found 

Camouflage Batman hat 
Spelling book (level 2) 

Organic-yogurt container (empty) 
Rubber ball (flattened) 
Jurassic Park sports bottle 

CD wallet (containing approximately 24 CDs, all classical except for one: Céline Dion) 



Dispatch 28 (3/3/08) 

 

U.S. News & World Report recently selected librarian as one of the best careers for 2008. 
Were they right? I suppose it depends on whom you ask, but to help you decide I have 

compiled an objective list of the top reasons to be (or not to be) a librarian. 
 

Ten reasons to be a librarian 

 
You totally get to classify things. 

 
Where else are you going to ruin a person's day over a 20-cent fine? 
 

The funky glasses make you easily mistaken for a hipster. 
 

You can make up whatever you want and people will believe you just because you're a 
librarian. 
 

You get first dibs on unclaimed items in the lost-and-found box. 
 

You get to be in charge of buying furniture that is least likely to show a piss stain. 
 
Playing Scrabble on the Internet can be considered "professional development." 

 
The most stressful thing that happens is arguing with people over why they cannot view 

their favorite pornography website. 
 
Get to spend two hours designing a sign that says the library will be closed for the 

holidays. 
 

No one says anything when you fall asleep during a meeting. 
 

Ten reasons not to be a librarian 

 
Who wants to go to grad school for two years to learn theory you will never use? 

 
Those little punk teenagers on skateboards. 
 

People kind of expect you to know things. 
 

If you know enough about how to find information to be a good librarian, you can 
definitely make more money doing something else. 
 

People automatically assume that you have some weird fetish for cats. 
 

People expect you to help them find things when you are not working just because you 
know how. 



 
Some people think you are weird because you classify things in your houseðlike clothes 

and dishes. 
 

Writing library policy can be about as fun as watching paint dry. 
 
Every great idea you have is likely to get shot down as soon as someone says, "Let's form 

a committee to decide things." 
 

At some point in your career, someone will, or will try to, physically assault you over 
something incredibly lame (like not giving him or her more time on the Internet). 



Dispatch 29 (5/27/08) 

 

The Firemen 
I don't like calling 911. It makes a part of me feel like I can't handle situations. The only 

thing worse than calling 911 is calling 911 twice in one night. 
 

Call No. 1 

A young patron reported a man on the floor in the restroom twitching. I investigated the 
restroom and saw there was indeed a man on the ground twitching with his shoes and 

socks off. He was not responsive. 911 was called, and firemen were immediately sent out. 
Female staff were alerted so they could primp themselves on account of firemen being in 
the building. Firemen went in the restroom, asked the man what was going on, and he 

explained he was just changing his socks. The man left quickly and refused examinations 
from the firemen. 

 
Call No. 2 
When the page reported to me that a woman was sleeping and would not wake up, I was 

not alarmed. Some people are just deep sleepers. When I saw who the woman was (a 
regular who was known for wandering around the library mumbling incoherently), I 

figured she was just trying to avoid being asked to leave. I yelled that the library was 
closing and she would need to leave ... she didn't wake up; I banged on the chair and 
window next to her ... she didn't wake up; I nudged her leg ... she didn't wake up. I did all 

that I could for the woman, so I decided it was time to call 911. 
 

I explained to the dispatcher that the woman was breathing but would not wake up. I 
added that her position may indicate that she'd had a stroke. 
 

Female staff were alerted so they could primp themselves on account of the firemen 
being in the building. 

 
The firemen arrived promptly and spent five minutes trying to wake the woman up. 
When she finally rose, she seemed a bit surprised at all the men surrounding her. She 

smiled, and appeared to be flirting. The firemen told her they wanted to take her to the 
hospital to get checked out, but she declined. She abruptly stood, straightened her shirt, 

wiped away the drool, and said she would be fine walking home. 
She left the men and went outside the library for a smoke. 
 

I was a bit disappointed. I wished neither of the patrons anything bad ... just that at least 
one of them would be taken away, so I didn't look like just a troublemaking librarian. 



Dispatch 30 (8/19/08) 

 

The Library Brawl 
I've seen my share of fights in the library. Normally, it's sweaty spoiled kids involved in 

some sort of pushing match because of the comment So-and-So left on a MySpace page; 
occasionally, it's a bit more ridiculous and involves looking at someone the wrong way. 
But they are kids full of angst, and really I can do nothing more than laugh and wish I 

would have used my cell-phone camera to film it so I could put it on YouTube. But when 
two large adult women with children started going at it I had a hard time laughing it off, 

because that kind of stuff should be strictly kept caged on the set of Jerry Springer. 
Regardless of how I felt about the scene, I am a librarian, and, though it is not in my job 
description, I must do my best to keep order. Upon arriving at the fracas, I was met by 

another peacekeeping librarian. The two large women were in each other's faces. I said 
something along the lines of "Ladies, let's please break it up." The other librarian took a 

much more passionate approach, saying, "Don't do this in front of your children." He 
made the better point, in retrospect, but, alas, it didn't matter, because neither woman 
heard us. They were too caught up in each other's faces to know that other people were 

talking. 
 

I suspected it would be just angry talk mixed with the occasional swear word, but it got a 
bit more hostile when the slightly larger woman said, "Go ahead and hit meðI'm 
pregnant." I'm not sure what's worseðthe fact that a pregnant woman was egging an 

angry woman into a brawl, or the fact that the angry woman actually did it. (Well, not a 
hit exactly, but a shove that heightened the entire ordeal.) 

 
It was the shove heard around the library, because right after that a circle formed around 
the angry women; patrons came from all corners of the library to watch. Their eyes cried 

for fight. I expected the behavior from teens, but adults? They were supposed to be 
helping us out, encouraging the women to break it up. 

 
It all seemed to be in slow motion now. One woman was on her cell phone describing the 
scene to a friend, one of the women's children was begging his mother to stop, another 

librarian looked on hopelessly, and teens by the dozens were laughing the whole thing up. 
 

I was certain someone had to be filming it for YouTube; it would be an Internet 
sensation: Brawl in the Library! If teens going at it got millions of hits, I could only 
imagine what adults (in a library, of all places) would get. I looked over the crowd to be 

certain 911 was being called, and I could see a third librarian doing his best to explain to 
the police dispatcher that, yes, two grown women were brawling in the library. 

 
Pushing continued. Both women threatened to take it outside, as if it really made a 
difference where they fought. I found all of this a bit humorousðyou can yell, swear, and 

push in the library, but fists could not come out unless you were outside. I did not dwell 
on the oddness of this then. Instead, I continued with the other librarian to try to get 

through to the women. I knew it wouldn't work, but I also knew that we had to at least 
make it seem like we were trying. 



 
The pushing escalated until they were near the library's exit, and then, almost poetically, 

it stopped. Both women took a step back. We talked one woman into going into another 
part of the library to cool down, while the other woman stayed near the front. 

 
Police arrived 10 minutes after the pushing fight. There was nothing more for me to do, 
so I went to dinner. Upon my return, I learned that absolutely nothing happened. Both 

women went home after explaining their story to the police. It was a good story, certainly 
worthy of a fight in front of their children. What was it? Well, in the line of people 

waiting to check out books, one woman cut in front of the other woman. 



 
Dispatch 31 (2/10/09) 

 
People Who Come Into the Library That I Try to Avoid 

The young woman who mumbles that she is possessed by Satan and only he can take 
away her pain. 
 

The guy with slimy hands who always wants to shake hands. 
 

The man who says people keep touching him and that I need to do a better job of 
watching out for these people. 
 

The woman who likes to call employees on the phone and talk dirty. 
 

The man who calls asking for the "non-1-800" number for a company he saw on a TV 
infomercial. 
 

The man who destroys a hardback book and then insists on replacing it with a paperback 
on a completely different subject. 

 
The woman who brings in a list of 20 books and wants to reserve all of them but doesn't 
know how to use a computer. 

 
The man who complains about the restroom not meeting his expectations. 

 
The man who wants to sell the library air filters. 
 

The woman who demands one-on-one computer instruction for her hour computer 
session. 

 
The man who complains that people are watching what he writes in his e-mail. 
 

The man who's convinced that the Mafia has infiltrated the local 7-Eleven. 



 
Dispatch 32 (6/12/09) 

The Librarian: A Twitter Story 

Did final library sweep. It's empty and quiet. I miss the chaos already. 

about 1 minute ago from web 

When people ask what I do at work, I can tell them I help mentally challenged people 
stalk celebrities. How can I not like this job? 

about 3 minutes ago from web 

A mentally challenged man just asked me for Ozzie Osbourne's mailing address. 

about 4 minutes ago from web 

I love the sound of computers shutting down at night. 
about 7 minutes ago from web 

Man wants to know where the VHS movies are. I can't believe people still have VHS. 
about 11 minutes ago from web 

Why are teenage girls so excited to read A Child Called It? 
about 13 minutes ago from web 

Man comes to desk to show me the book he found on the book sale shelf. He's so excited 

for the find. Says he'll sell it on eBay. 
about 16 minutes ago from web 

Diana never texts back; apparently she's not impressed with the observation. 
about 23 minutes ago from web 

Text Diana to tell her about the smell. 

about 25 minutes ago from web 

I think a man sprayed down the stall with cheap cologne to cover up the smell of his crap; 

it's hard to say which smells worse. 
about 26 minutes ago from web 

After I leave the computer room, a man runs to me and complains the men's room is out 

of toilet paper. 
about 29 minutes ago from web 

Page brags about all the things he is doing in college. Makes me feel both old and sad. 
about 30 minutes ago from web 

Battery on man's computer dies, and he has no choice but to leave. 

about 45 minutes ago from web 



Man doesn't want to leave. I tell man the class is over. He's trying to avoid leaving 
because he wants to watch the end of a YouTube video. 

about 47 minutes ago from web 

Help man find the image on a Nevada state quarter. He tells me it's the best class he's 

ever been to. 
about 52 minutes ago from web 

Man tells me at the end of class that he is sad because I didn't cover what he came here to 

learn: what image is on Nevada's quarter. 
about 53 minutes ago from web 

Proud grandpa blurts out, "Limewire! That's what my grandson uses!" 
about 1 hour ago from web 

Woman tells class they don't have to buy music/movies, because there's a free program 

called Limewire. Her son told her it wasn't illegal. 
about 1 hour ago from web 

Weird question #2: Is it possible to find a friend's social security number on the Internet? 
about 2 hours ago from web 

Man says computer turned off and he didn't do anything. Later admits he pushed the 

power button because he wanted to see what it would do. 
about 2 hours ago from web 

Guy mentions smart grandson again ... I'm pretty sure the grandson is illegally 
downloading computer programs; I don't tell man this. 
about 2 hours ago from web 

Weird question #1: Is it true the government keeps track of your e-mail to see if you don't 
pay taxes? 

about 2 hours ago from web 

Took five minutes, but one guy got in a "grandson is so computer smart" comment. Now 
the weird questions... 

about 2 hours ago from web 

I just know at least one person is going to mention their grandson. Guarantee it. 

about 2 hours ago from web 

About to start the class. About 20 people. Half look like beginners. At least two will 
definitely ask weird questions. 

about 2 hours ago from web 

I love this class ... people are always amazed by everything I show them. It's all new to 

them. 



about 2 hours ago from web 

Look at schedule to see what class I'm supposed to be teaching tonight. It's computer 

basics. 
about 2 hours ago from web 

Setting up room for computer class. I hate when people knock on the door and ask when 
the 6:30 computer class starts. 
about 2 hours ago from web 

Leaving for lunch. 
about 3 hours ago from web 

Half my time in this room is spent telling kids not to run. What is so appealing about 
running in a library? 
about 3 hours ago from web 

Find thirty-page book; mother asks if I'm sure there's nothing shorter. 
about 3 hours ago from web 

Mother asks for help finding the shortest book on her son's reading list. 
about 3 hours ago from web 

See boy leaving the library. I can't believe he's not taking me up on the airplane contest 

challenge. 
about 3 hours ago from web 

Boy wants book on how to make paper airplanes. I challenge him to a paper airplane 
contest. 
about 3 hours ago from web 

Man asks about the computer class. I forgot I was teaching a computer class tonight ... 
that usually makes the night go by quicker. 

about 3 hours ago from web 

Less than one hour until my dinner break. 
about 3 hours ago from web 

Two boys stand sadly near the computer room, waiting for story time to be over so they 
can play Internet games again. 

about 3 hours ago from web 

Small girl proudly shows me the crafts she made, and asks her mother if she gets to come 
to story time next week. 

about 4 hours ago from web 

Storyteller looks so tired. I'm glad I don't have to read stories anymore. 



about 4 hours ago from web 

Kids have started doing a craft in the middle of the kid's room. 

about 4 hours ago from web 

Girl asks for Super Diaper Baby. I thought she saidSupreme Killer Baby. 

about 4 hours ago from web 

I can't believe how many kids want to read Diary of a Wimpy Kid. 
about 4 hours ago from web 

Hardly anyone ever comes to the desk during story time. I like this part of the day. 
about 5 hours ago from web 

Story time is starting. "Happy and We You Know It" is playing. I hate that song. 
about 5 hours ago from web 

Mother complains that she can't get on her MySpace page on the kids' computer. She's 

upset that it's only available on adult computers. 
about 5 hours ago from web 

Small boy is crying that his mom left him. Find mother checking out books. She yells at 
him for getting lost. 
about 5 hours ago from web 

Turns out it was sink water. Take boy to mother, who is on the adult side using Internet. 
Seems upset that I've bothered her. 

about 5 hours ago from web 

Child complains that a kid keeps splashing him with toilet water in the bathroom. 
about 5 hours ago from web 

Man wanders into the kids' room. Asked if he has a kid in the room, he says, "No. I'm just 
looking." Kicked him out. 

about 5 hours ago from web 

Patron wants help finding two books on kangaroos that add up to exactly 100 pages. 
about 6 hours ago from web 

Patron needs a 100-page book on kangaroos for his daughter. Show him some that comes 
close to 100 pages. 

about 6 hours ago from web 

Switch to kids' information desk. 
about 6 hours ago from web 

I don't like breaking up fights. One day one of those little punks are going to stab me. 



about 6 hours ago from web 

Fight didn't transpire. It appeared to be over an older guy with a tattoo on his head who 

was amused by the arguing. 
about 6 hours ago from web 

Patron just complained that two girls are about to fight in the park. This could be 
interesting. 
about 6 hours ago from web 

Staring blankly at the clock on the wall. 
about 6 hours ago from web 

Received a phone call asking if you needed a library card to check out books. 
about 6 hours ago from web 

Boy complains that vending machine took his money, but didn't give him candy. It's 

always taking money from kids. 
about 6 hours ago from web 

The find-a-job computer always entices me this time of day. 
about 6 hours ago from web 

The quiet room does indeed smell like pot, but I can't figure out who it's coming from. 

about 7 hours ago from web 

Woman complains that the quiet zone smells like pot. 

about 7 hours ago from web 

The men's room is my least favorite place in the library. 
about 7 hours ago from web 

Receive a complaint about the men's room being out of toilet paper; how is it humanly 
possible to go through a roll so quickly? 

about 7 hours ago from web 

Man wants to know my feelings on the president's stimulus package. Explain I cannot 
discuss opinions at work. 

about 7 hours ago from web 

Woman wants to know why the library doesn't carry medical textbooks. Try to explain 

cost and demand are the major factors. She's not happy. 
about 7 hours ago from web 

A woman is using the libraries computer to watch Toy Story. 

about 7 hours ago from web 



Went to help man; he didn't know the icon that said Internet was to open the Internet. 
about 7 hours ago from web 

Man comes to the desk insisting that his computer does not have Internet. 
about 7 hours ago from web 

My day would be so much easier without all the complaints. 
about 7 hours ago from web 

A man complains about a woman using her phone loudly; it is the woman who 

complained about the man smelling. 
about 7 hours ago from web 

Woman is back; says the man who smells is now talking on his cell phone. Return to 
man, but he is not on phone. 
about 7 hours ago from web 

Woman just complained about a man who smells bad; went near man, but didn't smell 
anything. Suggest she sit somewhere else. 

about 7 hours ago from web 

Just went outside to write down plate # of car in handicap space, but it is already gone. 
about 7 hours ago from web 

Woman just told me to call the police because someone is parked in handicap w/o a 
sticker. 

about 7 hours ago from web 

Patron wants to know why our computer won't let him log into e-mail. Ask what his 
e-mail address is. He can't remember. 

about 7 hours ago from web 

Comment to another librarian how overly dramatic the film version of Twilight was. 

about 8 hours ago from web 

Tell girl how long the hold list is for New Moon ... I remember when kids used to get 
emotional for Harry Potter. Times sure have changed. 

about 8 hours ago from web 

Diana text'd back telling me she misses me. It's nice to be missed. 

about 8 hours ago from web 

Why did I become a librarian? I really need something to happen today to reassure me. 
about 8 hours ago from web 

Text wife to tell her work is boring 
about 8 hours ago from web 



Person complains about the library being too loud ... I agree, but it's a library, what do 
they expect? 

about 8 hours ago from web 

Computer patron back again; he meant #10 in the teen room. Tell him room is for teens 

only; tells me he doesn't want computer anymore. 
about 8 hours ago from web 

Computer patron back; doesn't like computer he's assigned to. Asks to use computer #10. 

about 8 hours ago from web 

Ask patron not to talk on their cell phone. They explain that the cell phone designated 

area is too loud. 
about 8 hours ago from web 

Patron complains he can't log into computer. Reassign him to new computer. 

about 8 hours ago from web 

Informed walking to reference desk that the men's room is out of toilet paper. Change 

toilet paper. 
about 8 hours ago from web 

Check schedule at work to make sure I only work until six; turns out I work until nine. 

Hate when that happens. 
about 8 hours ago from web 

- - - - 
To see this story irregularly unfold, you can follow Scott's tweets @scott_douglas 



 
Dispatch 33 (7/1/09) 

 
Not Posted Rules of the Library 

 
You can't talk loudly on your cell phone just because you saw someone else doing it. 
 

If you need help on the computer, do not motion for staff to sit at your computer and say, 
"Just do it for me." 

 
If you need help, or have a question, please refrain from grunting your request like a 
caveman. For example, if you need time on the computer, do not throw your card at staff 

and say, "Time." Instead, "May I please have more time on the computer" is a much 
politer approach, and will likely provide for a more pleasant interaction between you and 

staff. 
 
Do not argue with staff over a $0.20 fine; it makes you look cheap and is embarrassing 

for everyone. 
 

Do not let your child pound on keyboards and throw the computer mouse, and then tell 
staff you can't do anything about it because he/she "just won't listen." 
 

Do not ask to use the phone because it's an emergency, and then proceed to have a highly 
personal conversation with the person on the other end of the phone about that new rash. 

 
You paying your taxes does not singlehandedly pay for the library, and furthermore you 
were in here last week asking about how you could hide money so you wouldn't have to 

pay taxes. 
 

No, staff will not help you find games on the Internet. 
 
Don't ask for help emailing your résumé as an attachment unless you have typed up the 

résumé. Furthermore, don't ask for help printing before you are ready to print. In all 
cases, it is best to ask your question(s) when you are ready to have the question(s) 

answered. 
 
Staff has no interest in hearing your views on the president's stimulus package, nor 

anything else political. 
 

Do not keep track of what kind of cars staff drives; this is both creepy and unnecessary ī 
staff can keep track of their own cars just fine. 

 



Dispatch 34 (10/14/09) 

- - - - 

There is no humor in this month's dispatch. My apologies in advance. Your irregularly 
scheduled bits of odd library observations will return next week. 

 
If you're still reading, then chances are you either like libraries or you Google'd library 
porn, and you're still hoping to find some hidden in the text below. 

 
For the past year, the institutes that boldly sit as a cornerstone to every metro city and 

even most small towns have been threatened. Unlike police and fire protection, there are 
many who believe public libraries are a luxury and not a necessity to citiesðpeople who 
believe when money is a bit harder to find, then you simply close the library doors for a 

couple days. I hope you are not one of them. 
 

This dispatch is by no means political, but I want you to consider the message that many 
politicians are proposing to fix the economy, which is train the unemployed new skills; 
now consider how to train them without libraries. Community college and state 

universities are wonderful places, but not always ideal for the average laborer who just 
needs a lesson in how to use the Internet so they can even fill out the thousands of job 

applications that are exclusively online. 
 
You're on the Internet and obviously know how to do at least some navigation. There is a 

huge percentage of Americans who don't even know how to use a mouse, and that's one 
of the millions of everyday people that the librarians in your cities serve. A part of every 

public librarian wishes their job consisted of sitting around all day reading and 
recommending books; the fact is most of our job is actually centered around helping 
people open email accounts, create résumés, and attach résumés to e-mail. 

 
Contrary to popular belief, the job of a librarian has absolutely nothing to do with books; 

the job of a librarian is to help people find information, and information comes in several 
different forms. It could be a student writing a term paper needing to know how to find 
information on the term Volkerwanderung, or who simply wants to find the name of the 

latest Grishamðbut more than likely, at least in recent years, it's the unemployed worker 
needing information on how to write a résumé or find a job. 

 
There are a lot of people who have been going into public libraries over the past few 
months, and have not noticed a huge change; most libraries have tried to keep the 

changes as transparent as possibleðthings like reducing hours of part-time staff, 
eliminating some of the less popular programs, not replacing librarians who have retired, 

or only ordering one copy of a bestseller instead of two. Some libraries have had to face 
more extreme measures. 
 

Seattle's entire library system was closed for a week. Philadelphia posted notices at all 
locations stating that if the state legislature did not act on the city's budget request then all 

of its libraries would shut down on October 2, even after already reducing their service 
hours. Fortunately, just weeks before the scheduled closure, a resolution was reached to 



save the libraryðat least for this year. 
 

These are just two of the extreme examples, but almost every library in the country is 
suffering from budget cuts, and they won't get better unless people voice their concerns; 

this year you'll probably see a lot less part-time staff wandering round the shelf to help 
you; next year you may stop seeing your library opened on weekends/evenings or even 
open at all. Several times a month, I read a story about a library system that has to cut 

back the number of hours they are opened to the public to save money. 
 

Personally I have lost over 50% of my hours. But this dispatch isn't about me. Librarians 
can survive without librariesðwe are a well-educated group and can do other things if 
need be. Libraries are vital and sacred institutes, and the question you should be asking is, 

do you really want your city to go without one? 
 

I keep reading articles that say something along the lines of "People flock to in times of 
economic crisis" and all I can think is, that's great if they can find a way to keep them 
open. It's true that people are coming in record numbers. In the fifteen years I have 

worked in libraries, I have never seen them busier. The problem is more and more people 
are coming in stressed and upset; they need jobs, they are on the verge of bankruptcy, and 

they need helpðand libraries don't have the funding to help them. It's not uncommon to 
see every computer (over sixty) taken at my branch, and only one person to help 
everyoneðon top of this there's usually a line several people deep of people who need 

non-computer help; obviously you cannot give people the help they deserve with this 
ratio. If you've been to a library lately, then you probably recognize this as a common 

tale. 
 
If you don't believe me, then visit your local library and ask staff how the branch has 

been affected; I imagine they'll have a lot to tell you. 
 

Libraries don't earn money for a city, but they do earn a city pride; they enrich lives; and 
most importantly, they help people get the skills they need to reenter the work force. In 
hard times, they shouldn't have limited service hoursðthey should have expanded 

services hours. When a person goes to a library to get help seeking employment, and they 
see a notice on the door that says that due to cutbacks the library is not open, it only adds 

to the persons frustration that there is no hope or places to go for the help that they need. 
I'll stop the gloom here. At the very least, I hope you consider that your 20¢ fine may 
actually be helping provide better service, instead of demanding to see a supervisor 

because you feel it's unfair. Actually, how about you don't complain to anyone at the 
libraryðif you don't like the libraries service, then please complain to some public 

official that matters and ask them (beg them) to give libraries more funding, so they won't 
be the latest in a long list of libraries that just aren't making it, and have to cut back hours 
and close branches to stay afloat. 

 
Spread the word. If you approve this dispatch (or even if you hate it, but you like 

libraries) then start a Twitter trendðjust tweet #savethelibrary. 


































