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Info Careers

When Life throws you  
a Series of Curves

an unexpected journey from running a museum library to 
starting an indexing business posed many challenges—and 
delivered several rewards as well.
by Cynthia J. Coan, Mls

As a library student who had the good 
fortune to land a part-time job in a 
university departmental library, I fell in 
love with small libraries. Upon complet-
ing my library degree, I would have 
welcomed the opportunity for more 
work in a small library (preferably full 
time, of course). However, prospects 
for this seemed slim—everyone knew 
large libraries were where the jobs 
were. Accordingly, I sent out scores of 
résumés to public and academic librar-
ies that were advertising openings, then 
waited hopefully.

No luck. Despite landing a few inter-
views, I didn’t get a single offer from 
any of the large, promising-sounding 
libraries to which I had applied. It was 
an aviation history museum that ulti-
mately requested my services. I would 
be working as a solo librarian in charge 
of pretty much everything—cataloging, 
reference, collection development, and 
all the other myriad tasks that go into 
making a library a library. Oh, and one 
other minor detail: Given that the collec-
tion, up to that point, had largely been 
stored in boxes, I would be organizing 
the library from scratch.

I was in heaven! The job offered plen-
ty of challenges, but also the reward of 
working at tasks both interesting and 

varied. Aided by my trusty volunteers, I 
watched the collection take shape and 
felt instant gratification when informa-
tion requested turned out to be right at 
my fingertips. The library soon gained 
a small but loyal band of patrons, con-
sisting mostly of museum staff and vol-
unteers working on museum projects. 
Members of the public also used the 
library, for purposes ranging from con-
ducting research for school papers to 
digging up information on relatives who 
had previously flown for the military.

I was happy, the library patrons were 
happy, and all seemed well. However, 
financial troubles loomed on the hori-
zon. With museum revenues down sig-
nificantly, those at the top decided they 
had to reduce expenses. I survived the 
initial round of layoffs, but my good luck 
could not last forever.

The year 2001 brought with it the ter-
rorist attacks of 9/11. In the aftermath 
of the attacks, the tourism industry took 
a hit. My museum, already financially 
troubled, underwent a change in man-
agement and a further pruning of staff. 
Some of us at the museum chose to 
resign from our positions; others were 
fired outright. At the end of 2002, for 
the first time in nearly a decade and 
a half, I found myself unemployed—a 

CInDY COAn started her business, Indexing by the Book, in 2003 
and thus far has indexed a wide variety of books and a few journals. In 
2007, she added document translation services, translating texts from 
Spanish and Swedish into English. Before starting her business, she 
worked in a small museum library. Contact her at indextran@cox.net.

librarian without a library.
In the aftermath of losing my job, I 

immediately sought a new position at 
another library. I networked with other 
librarians, attended local meetings, vis-
ited libraries around town, and even 
performed unpaid volunteer work at a 
library to keep my skills fresh.

In the meantime, mindful of the need 
for income to tide me over until I found 
my next paying library job, I began 
offering book indexing services. To aid 
my fledgling enterprise, I took a corre-
spondence course that covered not only 
indexing but also marketing. Like most 
indexers in my area (and elsewhere), I 
worked from home.

Months passed. While keeping an 
eye out for library openings, I made cold 
calls to prospective indexing clients. I 
landed my first paying project, sent off 
my first index, landed more projects, 
completed the indexing course. Still no 
library job, despite going for interviews. 
More time passed.

The ultimate outcome of my efforts 
to secure an income? At this writing, 
having built up my business, I’m still 
indexing. My subject specialties include 
history (especially of Arizona and the 
southwest) and health and medicine. 
In 2007, I added document translation 
services.

Looking back, I can either bemoan 
my fate at losing my former library and 
failing to gain paid entry into another, or 
I can focus on the positive. I prefer to do 
the latter. The only meaningful differ-
ence between past and present is that, 
in contrast to the days when I oversaw a 
library collection, I now help my patrons 
find information one book at a time.

At heart, I’ve never really stopped 
being a librarian. Now, as in the past, 
I benefit from the opportunity to use 
my library and information skills and 
learn new things. In addition, my work 
offers plenty of variety, though of course 
there’s the constant pressure to meet 
deadlines.
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Do I miss being in a library? Sure, 
sometimes. However, I have found that 
working from home has its perks. I can 
pretty much create the kind of work 
environment I want. Another plus: dur-
ing work breaks, I can stop and pet my 
dog.

Looking back on my working life, it 
seems that the element of the unex-
pected has been a recurring theme. 
Often, what has transpired has been a 
far cry from what I thought I had signed 
up for. Yet, through all the messy, 
unpredictable twists and turns, I have 
managed to learn new skills and to 
grow, often in ways I might not have if 
my career had remained on a predict-
able path.

My conclusion? Success doesn’t come 
from always getting what you expected 
or thought you deserved. Often it means 
dealing with the unexpected. It means 
facing challenges head on. It means 
learning how to survive, even thrive, in 
the face of setbacks.

In the end, what counts is not just the 
opportunities that come your way—it’s 
what you do with the opportunities 
you’re given. Above all, success means 
acknowledging that you still have new 
things to learn.

The unexpected can and will come 
your way, but if you can deal with life’s 
curves and still keep your sanity, amaz-
ing discoveries await you. Will you be 
ready? SLA
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