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			1

			When the librarian introduced him, more seats were empty than filled. Many more. And there were fewer than two dozen chairs to begin with. But for Malcolm Forde—for most writers—this was often the way…until, once upon a time, it wasn’t.

			It was the middle of December, and signs of the approaching holiday season were all around him. Bordered by greying piles of slush and snow, the wet street reflected the storefronts’ twinkling, coloured lights. Drifting above the sidewalks, music crackled from outdoor speakers with such abysmal fidelity you could barely discern one carol from another.

			Malcolm walked to his local branch of the public library for his book event. Living only a few blocks away was a blessing given the less-than-even odds his aging, rusting Hyundai clunker would have started that night. As he approached the library, he glanced at the parking lot. He had hoped—but not expected—to see a snarl of excited drivers fighting over a precious few remaining spots. Alas, only a handful of parked cars was scattered around the nearly empty lot. And it was likely that at least some of them belonged to branch staff.

			“ ’Twas ever thus,” Malcolm muttered to himself. He sighed and walked into the fifty-year-old library that, inside and out, looked every one of its years and perhaps a few more. He was greeted by Sheila Macbeth, owner of Macbeth’s Books, his favourite bookstore, conveniently located just a little farther down the road. At the back of the room, she had set up a trestle table displaying copious copies not just of his current novel but of his backlist as well.

			“The man of the moment,” she said, smiling at him.

			“Thanks for coming, as always. But, as always, you seem to have brought far more books than we’ll ever sell tonight.”

			They both looked at the forlorn plastic stacking chairs arrayed in three rows of seven. Six people had spread themselves out among the seats, perhaps to minimize the need to interact with one another. They sat in silence, waiting.

			“Come on, Malc, it’s only five to seven. You never know, a bus could pull up and disgorge a horde of admirers. And if that happens, I’ve got you covered,” Sheila said, with a sweep of her hand in front of the excessive bounty of his books.

			“I think we should christen a new collective noun this evening,” he said. “When that mythical bus once again does not arrive, we’ll be left with an overkill of books.”

			She laughed.

			“A murder of crows, a clowder of cats, and an overkill of books,” she replied. “I like it.”

			Malcolm scanned the room and noticed a rather sad-looking artificial Christmas tree—bearing far too few ornaments and lights to be convincing—propped up in one corner. There was nothing beneath the tree but an extension cord coiled on the threadbare carpet. Several of the windows along one wall featured artificial frosting apparently applied with a spray can, poor aim, and a heavy trigger finger. The whole scene did not exactly holler “Festive!” from the rooftops, Malcolm thought. It was barely a furtive whisper. Sheila’s yuletide contribution was a plastic cup of candy canes resting on the book table and a modest selection of Christmas kids’ books. With no family to speak of, Malcolm hadn’t really celebrated Christmas in the years since Isla died.

			The librarian, Danielle, waved from across the room, and Malcolm started over to her. He eyed the two straight-backed wooden chairs set up at the front, facing the audience. Clearly, comfort hadn’t been among the design criteria when they were conceived, he thought. A young woman, who looked a little stressed, sat in one of the chairs, a clipboard in her lap.

			He reached the librarian, whom he’d known for many years.

			“Welcome back, Malcolm, and thanks for coming out,” she said.

			“I’m grateful for the invitation. Thank you.”

			“We’ll give it a few minutes more to let the stragglers find chairs.”

			Malcolm looked back and noticed two more people arriving.

			“Finding empty chairs will not be an onerous task,” he said. “But I’m always happy to wait for any and all stragglers, or even library employees who aren’t that busy right now.”

			“Cheer up. This is actually quite a good crowd for us,” Danielle soothed. “So, to the task at hand. I’ll introduce you and ask you to do a short reading. Then, Susannah, our social media manager, will interview you for about forty minutes. The first half will focus on the novel, but then she’ll move on to more general questions about the life of a novelist. Nothing you haven’t heard before, I’m sure. But it’s her first time in the chair, so she’s a little nervous.”

			“We’ll be fine,” he assured her.

			“After that, Susannah will open the floor for questions. Finally, we have refreshments available afterwards, and Sheila can sell your books and you can sign them. Easy-peasy. Oh, and we have to be out of here by eight thirty.”

			Malcolm saw a table at the back bearing a plate of digestive cookies—no, not the chocolate ones—a plastic bottle of lemonade, a stack of paper cups, and a wad of paper towels no doubt pilfered from the washroom dispenser.

			“I nearly forgot. This is for you, with our thanks,” Danielle said, handing him a fifty-dollar Starbucks gift card.

			Malcolm walked over to introduce himself to Susannah and then sat down in the chair across from her. A minute or two later, when the stragglers were seated, Danielle stepped up to the lectern.

			“Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to tonight’s event and thank you for coming. I know the Christmas season is upon us and there are many other demands on your time. So, we’re thankful you’ve chosen to join us this evening.”

			When he looked up, Malcolm noticed a third latecomer arriving—an older, well-dressed woman cradling his new novel, who found a seat in the back row, also known as the third row. He’d seen her several times before, at previous readings, though they’d never met. And just like the other times, he spied a number of yellow sticky notes poking out among the pages of her book. He’d always been curious about her and wondered if she would do tonight what she’d done every other time she’d come to see him. He’d know within the hour.

			“Malcolm Forde is the award-winning author of seventeen novels, most of them bestsellers. I can tell that you’re all fans, so I think we can dispense with the long introduction. You all know Malcolm, his numerous novels, awards, and accolades, and we’re thrilled to have him back here tonight at his home library to speak with our own Susannah Wheatley. There’ll be a Q&A afterwards, so do give some thought to what you’d like to ask our guest. Welcome, Malcolm, and would you start us off with a short reading from your latest work? Then Susannah will take it from there.”

			Malcolm rose, headed to the lectern, and centred himself for his reading. When he looked up to begin, he noticed Danielle returning to her office just down the corridor and closing the door behind her.

			He planned to read, as was his habit, the opening two pages of the novel. After all, he’d worked hard on the opening. Most writers do. And if they don’t, they ought to. As well, there’s no need to set up the reading if you start at the very beginning—unless, that is, you’ve botched the first few paragraphs.

			Malcolm opened his novel, paused briefly, let his eyes fall on the group scattered among the empty chairs, and began. He shifted into what he thought of as his “reading mode.” That entailed animating his voice beyond a conversational timbre and taking care to read with the varying cadence, volume, and intonation he felt the passage demanded. He was not exactly acting, but he surely approached performing. In his experience, the stronger the performance, the better the book sales.

			After so many readings, he almost knew the words by heart. And with so few in the audience, he could make eye contact with each person in turn, holding their gaze just long enough to register but not unsettle. He slowed down towards the end and fell silent at the close of the scene. The audience rewarded him with polite applause as he returned to his seat next to Susannah.

			She was nervous. She’d fully written out her questions and proceeded to recite them verbatim, one halting word at a time. But Malcolm was a pro and responded with insights, anecdotes, and good humour, calming Susannah as she eased into her unfamiliar role. As promised, the first half of their conversation focused on the themes in his latest novel. He’d already participated in several dozen book talks and onstage interviews since the book’s release six months earlier, so he’d honed his answers and peppered them with thoughtful, funny, self-deprecating lines. He already knew how best to time and deliver them, so for the most part, they landed for laughs. He trotted them out in a way that appeared spontaneous. He was a big believer in the oxymoronic concept of planned spontaneity. He could feel both Susannah and the audience—sparse as it was—relax.

			In the second half, Susannah, no longer tethered to Malcolm’s novel, moved on to broader questions about the writing life.

			“Could I ask why you write?”

			“Well, the answer to that question is both simple and complex,” he started. “I write because I seem to be able to. I write because nothing else has captured my interest and imagination more than the challenge of stringing together words, phrases, sentences, paragraphs, and pages to tell a story that somehow helps us find ourselves in this world. I write because I’m not sure I’m equipped to do anything else. I write because I don’t seem to be able to stop. And, finally, I write because there always seems to be another story waiting for me. Oh, and of course I do it for the unspeakable riches and luxuries writing brings.”

			Only a few people laughed, led by the mysterious woman at the back, so he decided he’d better clarify.

			“Just to be clear, I was kidding about that last point.”

			“Just on that topic, if you don’t mind,” Susannah began. “Most writers cannot earn a living from their writing alone. A joint report last year from the Department of Culture and the Writers’ Union revealed that the average writer takes home less than fifteen thousand dollars a year from their writing. Is that enough?”

			“Well, it’s certainly not enough to live on. But to a great extent, writers are not the ones who decide how much we earn from our art,” he began, carefully thinking through his response. “Because I’m stubborn, and also because I somehow have seventeen books under my belt, all of which are miraculously still in print, I seem to be able to live very modestly from the proceeds of my prose alone. And I never take that gift for granted. I’m grateful I’m among the relative few who can commit all of my time and myself to writing, though it does dictate a certain monastic austerity in my day-to-day living.”

			“But that’s not right and it’s not fair,” Susannah huffed. “You, and other writers, are…well, you’re helping to create the art that defines and shapes our cultural landscape. Shouldn’t such important work pay you more than, as you call it, monastic austerity?”

			Susannah seemed to have found her feet, her outrage overwhelming her nerves.

			He answered patiently and calmly. It was not the first time he’d fielded such a query.

			“ ’Twas ever thus. The public votes—as it always has—with its wallet. Clearly people are prepared to spend much more of their money—in fact, they seem eager to spend much more of their money—on non-literary forms of entertainment than they are on books. It’s the dreaded, damnable invisible hand of the market, the collective reflection of societal priorities and preferences that has for years, for decades, now for generations, pushed books ever lower in the consumer spending rankings.”

			He paused, sighed, then continued.

			“That is the reality with which writers have lived for much longer than I have been walking this earth.”

			“Yet you still write,” Susannah interjected.

			“Of course I still write,” he said. “Writers write. Our curiosity must be sated. And in the end, there is nothing in my long life I’ve done better than writing novels. And there is nothing that brings me such joy, stimulation, peace, pride, and satisfaction than the act of writing a story that just might enthrall hundreds of readers, or thousands perhaps, if I’m lucky. Those are the riches writing yields, and, not to be melodramatic, they mean more to me than all the treasures of our world.”

			“Do you really believe that? Is that how you actually feel?” Susannah persisted, leaning forward in her chair, her clipboard slipping to the floor.

			“Well, it’s how I feel when I take the time to think it all through.”

			Just as Malcolm was about to continue his answer, an older man in the audience piped up.

			“Yeah, but what about when you see young baseball players or hockey stars signing contracts for millions of dollars to play a game?”

			“Well, I do confess to momentary outrage when I read of a nineteen-year-old soccer phenom who has just signed some mega-contract because he’s good with his feet, and when he may only use his head to butt balls into the net. It’s not his fault, it’s not my fault. It’s society’s call and society has spoken. Again, ’twas ever thus.”

			As Malcolm finished his response, hoping the next question would move them on to a different topic, he noticed the older woman in the back row, still holding his novel, rise and slip out of the room, as she had every other time she’d come to see him.

			But then a younger woman sitting near the front took up the torch. Apparently, they weren’t quite finished with this debate.

			“But don’t you wish society considered literature to be more important?” she said. “Don’t you wish it paid better?”

			Malcolm took a deep breath. Once more unto the breach, he thought.

			“Well, I guess I occasionally lament what seems to be an unjust, or at least unfortunate, imbalance in how society values literature relative to, say, movies, television, professional sports, or popular music. But I find such indulgence seldom improves my writing and often spawns a bitterness that can turn malignant, and that can destroy creativity and art. As well, I just don’t like the person I become when I have periodically allowed that bitterness to breathe. It’s just not worth it.”

			

			—

			When the talk ended, a young man approached Malcolm and explained that he was writing his first novel.

			“Good for you. What’s it about?” Malcolm replied, soon to regret his question.

			“Well, it’s the story of a young seafaring man who is shipwrecked on his first voyage, washing up on a beach, unconscious,” the young writer started. “So, when he comes to, he discovers he’s being restrained flat on his back by lengths of string tied to little wooden stakes hammered into the ground. And he’s surprised to see that tiny people, no more than six inches tall, are milling all around him. And, you know, the novel goes on to chronicle his adventures in this strange land.”

			“Um, I see,” Malcolm said, releasing a silent sigh. “You know, it sounds a little like Gulliver’s Travels.”

			“Oh, I’m not familiar with this Gulliver person, but he must not be of sound mind. There is no such race of little people that I’m aware of.”

			“No, but he is the eponymous protagonist in Gulliver’s Travels, Jonathan Swift’s groundbreaking novel, published nearly three hundred years ago. Surely you’ve heard of it.”

			“Well, first of all, I’m not really interested in reading about an economist protagonist, and I really only read contemporary fiction, and even then not very much. So, I guess that’s why I haven’t heard of this guy’s novel. I got my idea from a kids’ cartoon I watched while babysitting my nephew.”

			“Right. So how far along are you in the manuscript?”

			“Well, not very far. In fact, I haven’t actually started writing it yet, but I don’t think it’ll take me too long. I’m a really good writer, and I’m fast, too.”

			“Oh, well then, you’re practically published.”

			“I know,” the oblivious young man said, nodding his head. “Right?”

			Malcolm endured a few more minutes of the conversation but eventually excused himself to make his way to the bookselling table.

			He sat down next to Sheila and took out his pen. Four people were lined up with newly purchased copies of his novel—for which he was grateful. The others had already left. Four books to be signed. Four. Sheila leaned over and whispered to him.

			“On the bright side, it means that nearly half of the audience bought books,” she said. “That’s huge! The big festivals never sell at anywhere near that rate.”

			Malcolm dragged it out as long as he could, but still, it took him less than three minutes to inscribe the four books, despite attempting a meaningful exchange with each person.

			He then went looking for a cookie but found there was none left.

			“If you help me back to the store with the books, I’ll drive you home afterwards,” Sheila said.

			“Deal.”

			It took Malcolm four trips to lug the boxes of his unsold overkill of books out through the library’s back door and load them into Sheila’s car. She packed away her free-standing bookstore banner and gathered up her cash box and payment card reader.

			“Sorry we sold so few books tonight,” Malcolm said, as they drove the short distance down the road to the bookstore. “It was hardly worth your while to come.”

			“Malcolm, as I’ve said before, there’s no need to apologize for lacklustre sales. I’m a bookstore owner. I have no life. I’m always available in the evenings, and I particularly like your new novel. So, I was happy to come. Plus, don’t forget that I’m now rolling in the revenue of four more book sales that I wouldn’t have, had you not spoken tonight.”

			They smiled at one another.

			They carried the boxes into the darkened store.

			“I’ll only be a few minutes,” she said. “I just want to enter the sales in the system before locking up.”

			“That should only take you thirty seconds,” he replied.

			As he always did when visiting his favourite bookstore, Malcolm perused the shelves, assessing his competition and noting new arrivals. The room was illuminated only by the streetlights’ stray rays spilling in through the front windows. He strolled the floor, his eyes scanning the pristine spines of so many books.

			He passed through Biography and stopped in Literary Fiction. He saw displayed on the shelves one copy of each of his previous books, and six of his current novel—this was all in addition to the boxes of unsold books just returned to the store, fresh from his triumphant library reading, book signing, and sales bonanza. It was hard to put into words (even for a writer), but bookstores, this one in particular, felt like home, like he was home.

			He was just happy to be there, immersing himself in the sensory feast of a great bookstore. The shelves, the tables, the different sections, the sound of the hardwood beneath his feet—he knew just where to step to elicit the best, most drawn-out creaks—that distinctive, intoxicating smell of books, the beautiful pressed-tin ceiling above him, and of course the window displays, all came together to welcome him, embrace him, comfort him. He could feel himself decompressing, recentring, settling. He’d grown accustomed to this bookstore’s therapeutic effect.

			Years earlier, Malcolm had actually worked at Macbeth’s Books part-time to supplement his writing income—or really it was more like doubling his writing income. At the time, he and his wife, Isla, needed the gig to make ends meet. He had had some difficulty adjusting to selling books, particularly those he hadn’t written. He was too
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