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WORD MAGIC

by Gary Jonas and Barb Hendee


Local legend had it that Reader’s Paradise, an aging bookstore on Emerson Street, had been infused over the years with magic, but Greg Jenkins didn’t believe it.  Sure, the old man who sold him the bookstore--complete with an upstairs apartment--was a bit off kilter, but the guy was ancient; he was allowed to be eccentric.  Greg still remembered the last time he talked to the old man when they signed the closing papers.

“Writers are Word Magicians,” the old man had said, smoking a meerschaum pipe in the shape of a lion’s head.  He wore a faded tweed hat over still-thick silver hair, pulled back into a ponytail. “They work magic with words.  They create worlds in their minds and share them with us.  When you read a book or a story, you’re sharing in the magic.  This is Word Magic, and you would do well to keep a steady supply of it in the building.”

Greg listened politely, caught up in the spell of the old man’s voice.  He had his own ideas about how to survive running an independent bookstore in Denver.  At first, he wanted to change the name from Reader’s Paradise to Ye Olde Fiction Shoppe, but decided to stick with tradition.  The chains had knocked a lot of stores out of business with their discount pricing on the bestsellers, then the online retailers drove a stake through the hearts of most of the chains.  Greg knew this was an opportune moment for an independent bookstore, and that he could rely on the trusted and recognized name of the store.  He also wanted to focus on special events to draw in more customers.

The Grand Re-Opening of the store was a “kick-off” day with best-selling romance writer Susannah Hayworth on the agenda.  In addition to being the only best-selling author Greg knew personally, she understood the game and played her “part” well.  Draped in long, black silk dresses, she always wore her hair in a tight, sophisticated bun with large gold earrings dangling from her lobes.

It helped that she loved challenges.  She accepted Greg’s invitation to write a story in the window of the bookstore based on whatever particulars the customers gave her.  Greg had borrowed this idea from the late Harlan Ellison, who had been famous for doing the same thing.

The night before the opening, Greg couldn’t sleep.  He tried getting comfortable on his left side, then rolled onto his stomach with his face in the pillow.  This gave him a neck ache, so he rolled over onto his back, upsetting Nikko, the Siamese cat who owned the place with him.  Lying in bed, staring through the darkness, he could feel the years of the place settling in on him.  He had no wife or kids, just Nikko.  And here he was, thirty-seven years old, living alone above an old bookstore.

In some ways that bothered him, but his spirit had never really healed after losing his last girlfriend, Shawna.  The thing was . . . almost everyone liked him, but deep connections were difficult—nearly impossible—for him to establish or maintain.  He didn’t know why.  Shawna connected.  But their relationship was one of those heights of heaven/depths of hell dramas, and the last time she walked out, he just never called her back.

Giving up on sleep, Greg got out of bed and maneuvered around the stacks of books piled like sentinels throughout his apartment—making it difficult to visually separate where his living quarters ended and the bookstore began.  He walked down the spiral staircase into the store itself, which stood shrouded in shadows.  He sat on the bottom step and peered through the darkness at the bookshelves.  The place felt cozy and warm with plush chairs placed in little alcoves so people could sit down to read.  There were two wooden ladders on rollers to reach the top shelves on the sides of the store and several folded step stools leaned against the back wall.  As Greg looked around his store, he liked to believe that maybe there really was a bit of magic hanging in the air.

***

Susannah Hayworth fans packed the bookstore.  Greg felt overjoyed by the crowd.  Susannah arrived and took her place at an old manual Underwood typewriter that had been a fixture in the store for as long as anyone could remember.

“I haven’t used a typewriter in years,” Susannah said, her lips shaded in Este Lauder’s Cimarron Red.  “I wonder if I still can.  Where’s the on switch?”

The crowd laughed.

Greg smiled and leaned against Susannah’s table.  “Hello everyone and thanks for coming.  My name is Greg Jenkins, and I’m the new owner here.  We have a special treat to re-open Reader’s Paradise.  You’ve read her recent novels The Silk Caress and Love’s Beating Heart.  Please welcome Susannah Hayworth!”

The crowd applauded.

“Thanks, Greg.”  She rose and faced the people.  “Today is something really different for me.  Normally, I don’t write short stories.  I seem to ‘think’ in novels, and I need lots of words.  But today, I’m going to write a story, and I need your help.  I need a main character.”

“Captain Kirk!”

“No, I was thinking more like a kind of person.”

“Use the new owner!”

Greg laughed.  “No, she said a kind of person.”

Susannah grinned, and Greg knew he suddenly had a target on his forehead.  “I like that idea,” she said.  “Greg, you’re going to be the main character in my story.”

“Wonderful,” Greg said.  “Remember, I know where you live.”

Susannah laughed, then spoke to the crowd.  “I need a place.”

“New Zealand!”

“Jupiter!”

Susannah shook her head.  “I can’t send Greg to Jupiter.  Let’s keep it closer to home.”

A middle-aged woman knitting a sweater stopped clicking her needles and pointed out the window.  “There’s a Starbucks across the street.  Use that.”

Susannah nodded.  “I like that.”

“I’m not a coffee drinker,” Greg said.

“You will be for the story,” Susannah said.  “All right then, since my field is romance and Greg is single, we’ll need to create a woman for him.  I need a few specifics from the audience.  Hair?”

They shouted out colors and lengths, and one man called out, “Bald is beautiful!”

“Perhaps,” Susannah said, blinking, “but let’s give Greg a woman with hair.”

As people shouted out descriptions, Greg shook his head.  “Great,” he said.  “I’ll be immortalized in a story having a romance with a Barbie doll.”

“Now Greg, I doubt you could take more than three weeks with a Barbie doll.”  She looked around at the bookstore for a moment.  “But I think I can pull someone out of my head who will fit with you.”  And with that, she sat down to type.

As she wrote, people occasionally interrupted her to ask a question.  Susannah didn’t seem to mind.  She answered questions and went back to typing.  Greg wanted to watch her work, but he had to keep going to the register to ring up sales.  Like Robert E. Howard back in the 1930’s, Susannah was a talker.  As she typed, she verbally acted out bits of dialogue or called out scraps of description.  The scene was quite entertaining.

Some people browsed through books or played with the cat, but many stayed to listen to her work out the details.  She kept looking over at Greg, which made him a little nervous.

As she finished each page, a customer took it and taped it to the wall.  Greg started to go over to give it a read, but Susannah called out to him, “You can’t read it until it’s done, Greg.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s about you, and you can’t cheat.”

“Oh, I see, but everyone else can read it?”

Susannah smiled.  “That’s right.”

People gathered to read the story as it came out of the typewriter.  Greg rang up more sales and talked to customers, but he really wanted to know what she was writing.  People kept reading the pages, laughing, nodding and glancing over at Greg.

“I feel like I know you,” one woman told him as she placed a paperback on the counter.

“You probably do,” Greg said.

“What kind of car do you drive?”

“A 2016 Camaro.”

The woman nodded.  “Yep, it’s pretentious all right.”

“What?”

“Nothing.”

After a couple of hours, Susannah stood up and stretched.

“Time for a break?” Greg asked.

“No need.  It’s done.”

“That didn’t take long.”

“Call everyone over and bring me the pages.  I’ll do a reading, then we can do a Q and A and sign some books.”

The woman who had taped the pages to the wall gathered them up and brought them to Susannah.

“First,” Susannah said, “I’m going to give you a glimpse into the creative process.  In order to write the story, I had to create a character.  A woman I could actually see with Greg here.  Her name is Elizabeth.  She’s 28.  Yes, that’s a bit younger than him, but that’s what I see.”  She smiled.

Greg wanted to sit down.  Everyone was looking at him.

“Shall I go on?”

“Go ahead,” Greg said.

“She’s an artist who works at Starbucks to pay the rent on her studio apartment, which also serves as her art studio.  You two go out a lot because she doesn’t like all the books stacked up at your place,” Susannah gestured at the books that flowed off the shelves into stacks on tables.

People chuckled and Greg suspected that many of them had run out of bookshelf space long ago, too.

“And there’s nowhere to sit at her place because of all the canvas and easels.

“She’s on the small side, and she has short, spunky black hair and big eyes.  She keeps her hair short because you’ve made such a point about liking long hair better.”

“I wouldn’t do that,” Greg said.

Susannah ignored him.  “You actually think her hair looks great short because she has a perfect nose, but since you made such a fuss about the long hair thing, you refuse to tell her that you like it.

“She thinks Nietzsche and Freud are full of shit and never, ever, overlooks an opportunity to share this opinion.  For the most
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