2nd Runner up – 17 years and over Category
Circle of Life

By Mrs Liz McGinn (Armagh)

It’s so sad when you know that your time is nearly up. I suppose as you get older it becomes inevitable that you realise the end is approaching. In the words of the bard, ‘You are shuffling off your mortal coil’. It doesn’t make it any easier, of course. There is still a hope that maybe you will be the one to buck the trend and live forever. But I know that is not for me. I can feel it inside. I have grown weary and ragged. My body is failing me. Every morning I am thankful that I am here for one more day and I rejoice in my life, taking pleasure from the smallest things: the glint of sunshine through a break in the clouds, the sound of people’s laughter, the joy of watching a child at play. Such small things but they are so important to me. I do not want it to end.
I have seen so many changes over the years in this place; new faces, new technology, new resources. Resources. That is a strange word. In my day, we called them books. After all, this place is a library. Now, library is a wonderful word. To me it has many different connotations. A library can be a collection of books in a stately home, dusty, unread and unloved, a status symbol for the owner. Or, perhaps, a library in a university where diligent students revise for their finals in their ultimate hope of changing the world. But my library is my refuge, my sanctuary. It is contained, calm and orderly, a place of knowledge and learning. Sometimes, it echoes with a hushed reverence. In contrast, it can also be a place of anticipation and excitement. The books invite you to participate, to live others’ lives and to visit different places, to see the world from a different perspective. The books beckon the reader. ‘Come to me,’ they seem to say. ‘See what I can offer you. What do you want today? Perhaps, a cookbook so you can try a new recipe for dinner. Or a biography, JFK is just over there. What about a book on photography or watercolour painting? You could learn to do that. Or maybe you prefer fiction? Take your pick, there’s a whole world on these shelves just waiting for you to join.’ The spines are a riot of colour like a meadow full of wild flowers. ‘Pick me, pick me,’ they seem to say. Sometimes people find it easy to do so, choosing a favourite author or genre time and time again. Sometimes, the sheer number of books on offer causes anxiety and confusion. How do I choose? There’s too many. But the exhilaration I feel when somebody finally selects a book creates a small, breathless stillness within me. You might have guessed by now that I am an avid people-watcher.
That’s another thing that makes this place so special to me; the people. I have seen them change over the years, too. I seem to remember the faces of all the children who have come here over the years, sitting in a circle round the librarian at Story Time, eyes gleaming with anticipation, faces agog, joining in on The Bear Hunt and doing the actions of songs and rhymes. Those faces have stayed with me all these years. On a cold and depressing winter’s day they have cheered my lonely existence and caused me to feel warm inside. Some of those children still use the library now. Of course, they are no longer children. Some even have children of their own. But I still recognise them. I can still see glimpses of that small child when they find a book on the shelves that they just have to read. The excitement is in their eyes or even in the way they clutch the book to their chests as if to say, ‘This is mine. I have to read it. I really need to find out what happens in this story.’
Surprisingly, I have always found this library to be a very social and, sometimes, noisy place. Stereotypes in films always show the librarian asking for quiet. But that is not really the case. Over the years, I have seen it all. Old people meeting over the newspapers for a gossip about friends and acquaintances. The unemployed looking for a way to kill some time in their long days. Students, intending to study, but ending up larking about with their friends. I have even witnessed a love story develop here. Two lonely people who kept bumping into each other (not literally, of course) over in the Crime section. I watched as their nods of acknowledgement led to whispered greetings and finally to a shy request for a cup of coffee. That coffee eventually led to a proposal of marriage and two beautiful little girls who also now use the library regularly. As you can see, the whole of society is represented here. And I have watched and enjoyed them over the years. To me they have become my family, one I have not had. Even though I do not really know them, I feel that I do. They have enriched my life and coloured it turning it from shades of grey to the whole gamut of the rainbow. My existence could have been such a lonely one but this place has allowed me to belong.
It’s funny, you know. I can wax lyrical about this room of books but my happiest time was not even here. It was upstairs in a small room set aside for other functions. It is sometimes used by the local college to teach literacy to adult learners, and more recently to migrant workers. Once upon a time I was part of that group. I remember this small band of people who had grasped the nettle and decided to change their lives. Joan and Steve, Andrew and Simon, John and Rachel: all adults, all together taking a step into the unknown. It was a brave step but one that we all believed in taking. The joy of sudden understanding was delightful to observe and one we all shared in. When the class ended we all knew that we would never be the same again. A love of learning had been instilled in some. In others, it had opened the world up to them in ways they had not believed possible. And in one, it engendered a love of literature which would propel her, eventually, into becoming an author. It was an unimaginable experience. Now, when I see a new class starting I feel the same giddy excitement for the students as I did all those years ago when I, too, belonged.
But now my time is nearing. I feel it creeping closer every day. It will be sad to be part of it no longer. This place is my home, my family, my life. Will I be remembered by anyone when I go since I have no family of my own? Will I have made a small difference to anyone’s life? I would like to think so but cannot know for sure. I am scared, that is the truth. It is a step into the unknown. I have studied religion in my time and have learnt all there is to know about Christianity, Buddhism, Sikhism and the rest. They believe in different things and they cannot agree. So how can I be sure what comes next? I would so like to believe that there is a Heaven or that you are re-incarnated but I don’t know. What if there is nothing? I don’t want to go. To participate is to live. To belong is to exist. If I am no longer here, then I will be no more and that is a scary thought.
This morning, I knew that my time had come. I don’t know how, I just did. Perhaps it was the leaden light coming through the window without a hint of sun. Or it could have been the quiet stillness that seemed to be hanging in the air with a hint of foreboding. ‘Not yet, not yet,’ I cried soundlessly, ‘I still have so much to give. I AM NOT READY!’ But no-one heard. 

The librarian lifted me from my shelf and placed me in a cardboard box alongside other worn out books. She carried us to her desk and attached a piece of paper to the side of the box. 
‘It is our death warrant’ whispered a copy of Dicken’s Hard Times. 

‘I’m so scared,’ whispered Owl Babies.

‘There, there,’ a Mother’s Handbook reassured.

I sat silently. What was the point of conjecture? Our time was up. The man from HQ would be here soon enough to collect us. Every time the door swished open a breeze crept in rustling our pages. We looked like we were shivering. We were scared but, at least, we were not alone. The door whooshed open again and a mother and child approached the desk. I recognised the mother straightaway. She had been one of the children from long ago who I had watched so avidly. She placed some books on the counter and waited for the librarian to check them in. She glanced into the box and ran her hands down the titles on our spines. Stopping when she reached me, she pulled me from the box and placed me onto the counter.


‘Is that notice on the side of the box right?’ she asked the librarian. ‘Fifty pence for this book?’


‘Yes, that’s right,’ the librarian replied. ‘It’s old stock we are looking to get rid of.’

Gesturing to me, she said, ‘Well that’s brilliant. I’ll take this dictionary then. I’m starting a course soon and my English is not so good but I can’t afford to buy a new dictionary. I can’t believe they’re so expensive. This is an absolute God-send. I can’t believe it!’ Handing over her money she placed me in her shopping bag and calling to her child, she left the library. This woman who I had watched grow had saved me from an unknown future. I guess that my prayers had been answered. Whilst I still did not know what my ultimate fate would be, I knew enough to know that I had been given a second chance and this time round I would be sharing it with the family I had always dreamed of.
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