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Prologue 

Reader, how many times have you read a book and gotten no 

thanks or recognition for reading it? Who gets all the praise and 

admiration from readers who read their books? The answer is, ‘the 

author, of course’. 

Now you will have the opportunity to defend yourself among 

five other readers, each vying to be recognized as the worthiest reader 

and receive the author's acclamation of praise and admiration. 

Each reader will have the opportunity to present their defense 

and argument for such a reward, which will be published in the 

author’s next book. This is your chance to finally be recognized for 

reading a book. 

No other book has done that, allowing the reader 

acknowledgment and praise in a literary way by publishing their 

reward. 
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Chapter 1: The Author Gets All the Glory 

Before the Author: The Age of Communal Story 

Before the book had a cover, it had no title at all. The earliest 

surviving stories were not signed. The epic of Gilgamesh, copied onto 

clay tablets in ancient Mesopotamia, carries no author’s name. The 

myths that became Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey were sung and resung 

for generations by bards who left no signature, only a tradition. For 

most of human history, a story belonged to the community that told 

it, not to any single person who happened to be speaking it aloud on a 

given night. The teller mattered far less than the tale, and the listener 

mattered every bit as much as the teller, because without an audience 

gathered around the fire, the story simply stopped. 

Scholars who study oral tradition have long noted that bards 

did not memorize a fixed text the way a modern actor memorizes a 

script. They worked instead from a deep well of formulas, stock 

phrases, rhythms, and recurring scenes that could be rearranged on the 

spot to fit the mood of a given night and a given crowd. Two singers 

might tell the story of a hero’s homecoming and never use quite the 

same words twice, yet both would be understood, correctly, to be 

telling the same story. Authorship in this world was not a single act of 

creation performed once and frozen forever. It was a living 

performance, renewed every time it was spoken, and owned by no one 

in particular because it was carried collectively by everyone who knew 

it well enough to retell it. 
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This pattern was not unique to Greece. Storytelling traditions 

across the world, from the griots of West Africa who preserved 

centuries of oral history through song, to the Vedic reciters of ancient 

India who passed down sacred verse with painstaking precision, 

treated the story as a shared inheritance rather than private property. 

The reciter was a vessel, honored for skill and memory, but rarely 

credited as an originator, because in the truest sense, no one alone had 

originated the story. It belonged to everyone who had ever told it and 

everyone who had ever listened closely enough to learn it. That 

arrangement, more than any other in this history, gave the listener 

something close to equal standing with the teller. 

It is worth remembering, too, that Gilgamesh itself was lost to 

readers entirely for more than two thousand years. The clay tablets 

recounting the epic lay buried in the ruins of Nineveh until British 

excavators uncovered them in the 1850s, and even then their 

cuneiform script remained unreadable until a self-taught museum 

assistant named George Smith deciphered a flood narrative on one 

fragment in 1872, astonishing an audience that reportedly included the 

sitting prime minister.1 The oldest story western readers can still name, 

in other words, owes its modern existence not to any author’s enduring 

fame but to the patient, largely anonymous labor of the archaeologists 

who dug it up and the philologist who happened to be curious enough 

to read it. Glory, even in this founding case, attached itself to 

 
1“George Smith (Assyriologist),” Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 

accessed June 2026. 
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whichever name the public could most easily fasten onto, while the 

diggers, the cataloguers, and the original Mesopotamian audience who 

once thrilled to the tale around their own fires were left out of the story 

almost entirely. 

Named Authorship in Antiquity 

That balance began to tip the moment writing turned 

storytelling into a fixed, ownable object. Once words were carved, 

inked, or printed, they could be traced back to a single hand. The 

Greeks were among the first to attach real prestige to named 

authorship, crediting Sophocles, Sappho, and Herodotus individually 

for their compositions. Athenian drama festivals openly competed for 

prizes, and the playwright whose name was announced as the winner 

carried that honor alone, even though a production depended on 

actors, a chorus, a sponsor who funded the costumes, and an audience 

whose applause decided the outcome. 

Rome refined this arrangement into something closer to a 

modern celebrity system. Wealthy patrons such as Maecenas, a close 

advisor to the emperor Augustus, openly cultivated the fame of poets 

like Virgil and Horace, housing them, funding them, and introducing 

them to the right company, understanding early on that a celebrated 

writer reflected well on whoever supported him. Virgil’s name became 

so closely tied to Roman identity that his epic, the Aeneid, was treated 

as something close to a national scripture before he had even finished 

writing it. Yet this same system could turn against a writer just as easily 

as it elevated one: Ovid, one of the most famous poets in Rome, was 
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exiled to the edge of the empire by imperial decree and spent his final 

years writing letters home that no one in power cared to answer. Fame, 

even this early, was a gift that could be revoked, and it was always a 

gift bestowed on the author, never shared with the reader who had 

made that fame possible in the first place. 

Roman literary culture also introduced a practice called the 

recitatio, in which a writer would gather an invited audience, often in 

a private home or a rented hall, to hear a new work read aloud before 

it was ever copied for wider circulation. These gatherings could be 

tense affairs. A poet’s reputation might rise or fall on the room’s 

reaction that single evening, and listeners were known to walk out mid-

reading if a work displeased them, a habit the satirist Juvenal 

complained about bitterly. The recitatio gave the audience real, 

immediate power over a text’s reception, more power in some ways 

than a modern reader will ever hold over a finished, printed book. And 

yet, even here, history remembers only the poet who stood and read. 

No record survives of which particular listeners nodded along, which 

ones walked out, or which ones went home and told their neighbors 

the work was worth a second hearing, even though that word of mouth 

was very often what decided whether a text survived to be copied at 

all. 

Scribes, Monks, and the Long Anonymous Middle Ages 

For centuries afterward, authorship narrowed again rather than 

continuing to grow. Across medieval Europe, many texts were 

produced anonymously or attributed only to the monastery or 
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scriptorium where they were copied, not to any individual hand. 

Monks who spent years transcribing manuscripts by candlelight largely 

saw their work as devotional labor rather than self-expression, and a 

finished copy was prized for its accuracy and beauty, not for any 

personal signature. When an author’s name did survive, as with the 

Venerable Bede or, much later, Geoffrey Chaucer, it was often the 

exception that proved how rare individual credit still was. 

Part of this was simple economics. A single manuscript could 

take a scribe the better part of a year to complete, and the resulting 

book was worth more than most households would earn in that same 

year. Few people beyond the clergy and a narrow aristocratic class ever 

owned one, let alone read it themselves. Most encounters with a text 

still happened the way they had for millennia: aloud, in a hall or a 

chapel, with a roomful of listeners receiving the words together. Glory, 

when it existed at all, was thin and slow to spread, limited by how few 

copies of any text could ever exist, and the listener’s role in keeping a 

story alive, by remembering it, repeating it, and passing it along, 

remained just as essential as it had been in the age of the bards. 

It is worth noting that medieval Europe was not entirely 

without its celebrity performers. Wandering troubadours and jongleurs 

in southern France and minstrels across England and Germany 

traveled from court to court performing songs and verse tales, and a 

handful, such as the troubadour Bernart de Ventadorn, became 

famous enough that biographical legends grew up around their names. 

But these were performers of a craft as much as authors of a fixed text, 

closer in spirit to the old oral bards than to a Renaissance writer signing 

a printed title page. Meanwhile, the books that did exist were treated 
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as objects of almost religious value. Medieval libraries often chained 

their volumes to reading desks to prevent theft, a practice that lasted 

in some English college libraries well into the eighteenth century, a 

small but telling detail about just how rare and precious a single copy 

of a single text could be. 

Gutenberg and the Birth of the Public Author 

Everything changed around 1440, when the German 

goldsmith Johannes Gutenberg combined movable metal type, an oil-

based ink, and an adapted screw press into a single working system in 

the city of Mainz.2 Where a scribe might produce one finished volume 

in a matter of months, a single press of the period could turn out 

thousands of pages a day. Within a few decades, presses had spread to 

hundreds of cities across Europe, and by the year 1500 the printing 

houses of the continent had produced more than twenty million copies 

of printed material, a volume of text that no civilization before it had 

ever come close to matching. 

Gutenberg himself died before he could fully capitalize on his 

invention; a lawsuit from his financial backer, Johann Fust, stripped 

him of his equipment and his most famous work, the celebrated 

 
2“Printing Press,” Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, accessed June 

2026. 
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Gutenberg Bible, in 1455.3 But the system he built outlived the dispute 

over who owned it, which is itself a fitting irony for the first chapter in 

this history of ownership. Within a generation, printers across Europe 

understood something the manuscript trade never had to consider at 

scale: a name on a title page could sell copies before a single reader had 

turned the first leaf. 

This was the moment the author, as a public figure 

recognizable beyond their own town or court, was truly born. 

Publishers began promoting writers the way a blacksmith might 

promote a particularly fine blade, as a mark of quality attached to the 

product, printed boldly above the title and sometimes in larger type 

than the title itself. The reader, meanwhile, remained invisible by 

design. No one thought to print the names of the people who bought 

and read the book, because the commercial logic of publishing has 

always run in one direction, from author to audience, never the reverse. 

The press had multiplied the book a thousandfold, and it multiplied 

the author’s name right along with it, while the reader stayed exactly as 

anonymous as before. 

Early printed books actually credited the printer before they 

credited the writer. A colophon, a short note tucked at the back of the 

volume, typically named the print shop, the city, and the date, in 

roughly the same spirit as a modern manufacturer’s stamp on the base 

of a tool. Over the following century, that arrangement quietly reversed 

 
3“Johannes Gutenberg,” Encyclopaedia Britannica, accessed June 

2026. 
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itself. The author’s name migrated to the front of the book, grew larger 

with each passing decade, and eventually crowded the printer’s name 

out of view almost entirely, demoted to a small line of type no 

browsing customer would ever bother to read. The object had not 

changed. What changed was whose name the market had decided was 

worth selling. 

The press also did something that mattered enormously for the 

eventual fate of the reader: it slowly created millions of new readers 

where almost none had existed before. Literacy in Europe at the time 

of Gutenberg’s invention has been estimated at roughly thirty percent 

of the adult population, and it climbed steadily, if unevenly, in the 

centuries that followed as printed material became cheaper and more 

widely available.4 This is, in its own way, the great unacknowledged 

irony at the center of this chapter. The printing press did more than 

almost any other invention in human history to create the reading 

public. It built the very audience whose devotion would go on to make 

individual authors rich and famous, and it did so while never once 

building any mechanism to credit that audience in return. 

The Statute of Anne and the Legal Invention of Ownership 

 
4“Johannes Gutenberg: Inventor of the Printing Press Makes 

Impression on History,” Denver Center for the Performing 

Arts, accessed June 2026. 
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For the better part of two centuries after Gutenberg, the right 

to print a book in England belonged not to the person who wrote it 

but to the Stationers’ Company, a guild of printers and booksellers 

granted a royal monopoly over the press. An author who finished a 

manuscript typically sold it outright to a stationer for a single flat 

payment, and from that point forward had no further claim on it at all, 

no matter how many editions it ran through or how much money it 

made for the printer who held the rights. 

The Stationers’ monopoly was never really framed as a system 

for rewarding writers in the first place. It existed primarily as a tool of 

state control: the Crown found it convenient to license a single guild 

to print and to hold that guild responsible for what it published, which 

made censorship far easier to enforce than chasing down individual 

printers scattered across the country. When the relevant licensing act 

finally lapsed in the 1690s after Parliament declined to renew it, the 

Stationers found themselves with no legal monopoly left to protect, 

and the book trade briefly fell into open, unregulated competition. It 

was the Stationers themselves, somewhat ironically, who lobbied 

hardest for a new law, and they found it expedient to frame their 

petition not as a request to protect their own profits but as a plea to 

protect the rights of authors, a rhetorical shift that proved decisive. 

That campaign, backed by public arguments from writers such 

as Daniel Defoe, led Parliament to pass the Statute of Anne in 1710, 
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the world’s first copyright law.5 For the first time, a statute vested the 

legal right to a written work in its author, granting an initial term of 

fourteen years, renewable once if the author was still living. It was a 

genuine victory for writers, who had spent generations watching 

publishers grow rich from their labor while they themselves received a 

single payment and nothing more. 

But the law also did something quieter and more lasting: it 

formalized, in the clearest possible terms, the idea that a book belongs 

to the person who wrote it and to no one else. The statute required 

authors to register their titles and deposit copies in university libraries, 

building an entire legal apparatus around the question of who owns a 

text. At no point in this apparatus, then or since, did anyone propose 

that the reader who bought the book, treasured it, lent it to a friend, 

and kept its ideas alive in conversation for decades afterward might 

hold any legal claim to part of that achievement. Ownership, once it 

was finally written into law, was written in a single direction, and it has 

stayed that way ever since. 

The Celebrity Author of the Nineteenth Century 

If any single moment marks the birth of the modern literary 

celebrity, many historians point to a morning in 1812, when the young 

poet Lord Byron published the first cantos of Childe Harold’s 

 
5“Statute of Anne,” Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, accessed June 

2026. 
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Pilgrimage and, by his own account, awoke to find himself famous.6 

The reaction was so intense that his future wife, Annabella Milbanke, 

coined a word for it: Byromania. Strangers wrote him letters, sought 

him out at parties, and treated him less like a poet than like a figure 

from his own verse. Byron understood the machinery well enough to 

manage his own image deliberately, even instructing portrait painters 

to depict him as a man of action rather than a man hunched over a 

writing desk. The poem that started it all sold tens of thousands of 

copies, yet not one of those readers, however devoted, was ever invited 

to share even a sliver of the fame their devotion had helped create. 

Not every writer of the era wanted that spotlight, which makes 

one counterexample particularly revealing. When Sir Walter Scott 

published his first novel, Waverley, in 1814, he chose to leave his name 

off it entirely, fearful that an unsuccessful turn from poetry to prose 

might damage the reputation he had already built.7 The book became 

an enormous success regardless, and Scott continued publishing his 

novels anonymously, signing them only “by the author of Waverley,” 

for the next thirteen years. It was, in its own way, an open secret; most 

of literary Britain suspected the truth long before Scott finally admitted 

it at a public dinner in 1827. Even an author actively trying to avoid 

personal glory could not escape it. The public simply built a celebrity 

 
6“Lord Byron,” Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, accessed June 

2026. 

7“Waverley (novel),” Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, accessed June 

2026. 
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out of the mystery instead, proving that the machine did not strictly 

require a name, only a story about a singular, extraordinary individual 

standing somewhere behind the page. 

The nineteenth century turned the author into something 

closer to a touring performer than a person who simply wrote in 

private and mailed off a manuscript. Charles Dickens began giving 

public readings of his own novels in 1853, and by his final tour of the 

United States in 1867 and 1868 he had refined the act into a polished, 

two-hour stage performance, complete with custom gas lighting and a 

reading desk he had designed himself.8 Dickens gave more than four 

hundred readings across his career, often improvising directly from 

memory rather than reading off the page, and audiences responded as 

though they were watching a celebrity rather than listening to an 

author.9 

The fan behavior that followed him on that tour would feel 

familiar to anyone who has watched a modern celebrity navigate a 

crowd. Admirers tore pieces from his coat and shawl as souvenirs, his 

hotel rooms required guards to keep well-wishers from forcing their 

way in, and at least one enterprising local offered paid lessons 

promising to teach amateurs how to read Dickens’s own characters 

more dramatically than Dickens himself. None of those crowds, of 

 
8Michael Slater, “Charles Dickens and America – Part IV,” Charles 

Dickens Museum Blog, 2017. 

9“Charles Dickens Begins Second American Tour,” Mass Moments, 

Massachusetts Foundation for the Humanities. 
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course, were thanked by name in the next edition of his books. They 

simply went home, having paid for the privilege of being part of the 

spectacle that made the author more famous still. 

Mark Twain built a public persona just as deliberately. Late in 

his life, in December 1906, the seventy-one-year-old Twain attended a 

Congressional hearing on copyright law at the Library of Congress and, 

removing his overcoat, revealed a brilliant white suit underneath, an 

act of pure stagecraft that scandalized and delighted the room and 

fixed the image of the man in white in the public imagination for 

good.10 That the moment took place at a hearing about who legally 

owns a written work is almost too fitting: Twain understood, perhaps 

better than any writer before him, that the author’s image was now as 

marketable as the author’s prose.11 

Newspapers covered tours and appearances like these 

extensively, running interviews, sketches, and reviews that fixed each 

author’s face and voice in the public imagination long before radio or 

television existed to do the same job. The reader, again, appeared 

nowhere in this coverage, except as a faceless number in a box office 

tally or a circulation figure printed quietly at the bottom of a column. 

 
10Michael Shelden, Mark Twain: Man in White: The Grand Adventure 

of His Final Years (New York: Random House, 2010). 

11“Mark Twain,” Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, accessed June 

2026. 
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The Reader Theorized, and Then Forgotten Again 

It would be wrong to say no one ever noticed this imbalance. 

In 1967, the French critic Roland Barthes published a short, 

provocative essay titled “The Death of the Author,” arguing that a 

text’s meaning does not belong to the writer’s original intentions at all, 

but is produced fresh by every reader who encounters it.12 Barthes 

went so far as to write that the birth of the reader must be paid for 

with the death of the author, a deliberately provocative reversal of six 

hundred years of publishing convention. Two years later, the 

philosopher Michel Foucault answered with his own essay, “What Is 

an Author?”, which argued that the author functions less as a flesh-

and-blood person than as a kind of organizing label, a convenient way 

for a culture to sort and control its texts.13 Between them, these two 

essays briefly made the reader, rather than the author, the central figure 

of literary meaning. 

And yet none of this theory ever filtered down into the 

publishing industry itself. Book covers did not start crediting readers. 

Bestseller lists did not start tracking who had recommended a title to 

the most friends. Literary prizes did not create a category for 

outstanding readership. The academic argument that the reader 

 
12“The Death of the Author,” Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 

accessed June 2026. 

13“The Death and Life of the Author,” Boston Review, accessed June 

2026. 
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deserved equal credit for a text’s meaning remained exactly that: an 

argument confined to seminar rooms and scholarly journals, while the 

commercial machinery of glory rolled on entirely undisturbed, 

crowning authors exactly as it always had. If anything, the theory 

proved the rule by the very forgetting of it. A reader could be declared 

philosophically essential to literature and still walk away from every 

bookstore, every awards ceremony, and every author photograph 

without so much as a line of acknowledgment. 

Translators, Editors, and the Other Invisible Hands 

The author is not, in fact, the only person history has tended 

to erase from the glory of a finished book. A translator can spend years 

rendering a novel into a new language, making thousands of small 

creative decisions about rhythm, idiom, and tone that shape how 

millions of readers in that language will ultimately experience the work, 

and still see their name printed in smaller type than the author’s, if it 

appears on the cover at all. An editor can rescue a manuscript from 

genuine disorder, reshaping its structure and trimming its excesses 

until a readable book emerges from a much rougher draft, and still 

receive nothing more than a brief mention in the acknowledgments, if 

that. Copyeditors, proofreaders, and indexers vanish from the record 

almost entirely. 

This pattern matters here because it shows that the author’s 

monopoly on glory was never really about who did the most work, or 

even about who shaped the final text most decisively. It was about who 

occupied the single position the publishing industry had decided, six 
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hundred years ago, was the only one worth marketing. Translators and 

editors are at least named occasionally, however faintly. Readers, the 

final and most essential link in the entire chain, are not named at all. 

No cover lists the names of the people who bought the book and made 

it a success. No acknowledgments page thanks the specific individuals 

who pressed it into a friend’s hands and said, you have to read this. 

That omission is not a small oversight. It is the precise gap this book 

exists to close. 

It is tempting to assume this omission was simply never 

noticed, an accident of how publishing happened to develop rather 

than a deliberate choice anyone made. But every one of the institutions 

surveyed in this chapter, the printer’s colophon, the Stationers’ 

register, the Statute of Anne, the bestseller list, the literary prize, had 

ample opportunity to include the reader in its accounting and chose, 

every time, not to. Sales figures were tallied by the millions, yet never 

broken down into the individual acts of attention that produced them. 

Prize committees met for weeks to debate the merits of a single 

author’s sentence-level craft, yet never once convened to consider 

which reader’s recommendation had done the most to put that 

author’s book into circulation in the first place. The omission, repeated 

so consistently across six centuries and so many different institutions, 

starts to look less like an oversight and more like a structural feature 

of how the entire industry was built to function. 
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The Industrial Glory Machine of the Twentieth Century 

The twentieth century industrialized the glory even further. 

The New York Times Best Seller list was first published, without 

fanfare, on October 12, 1931, ranking only five fiction and four 

nonfiction titles in the New York City area before expanding within a 

year to cities across the country.14 What began as a modest sales tally 

became, within a generation, a public scoreboard and a mark of 

prestige that publishers would print directly on a book’s cover for 

decades after the fact. 

Literary prizes multiplied alongside this machinery. The 

Pulitzer Prize program was inaugurated in 1917, and its fiction prize, 

awarded most years since 1918, has crowned a single American novel 

as the year’s finest achievement in letters.15 The Booker Prize for 

Fiction followed in Britain in 1969, awarding its first honor to P. H. 

Newby and quickly becoming one of the most closely watched literary 

events in the English-speaking world.16 The National Book Awards 

trace their current, continuously run categories to 1950, after an earlier 

 
14“Lists of The New York Times Number-One Books,” Wikipedia, 

The Free Encyclopedia, accessed June 2026. 

15“Pulitzer Prize for Fiction,” Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 

accessed June 2026. 

16“Booker Prize,” Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, accessed June 

2026. 
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and less consistent set of prizes in the 1930s.17 Each of these 

institutions exists to crown an author, never a readership, no matter 

how essential that readership was to the very sales and word of mouth 

that made a book a contender for the prize in the first place. 

Publishing houses, for their part, built entire departments 

around author publicity: book tours, radio interviews, and eventually 

television appearances, all designed to put a single face in front of the 

largest possible audience. A photograph of the author, gazing 

thoughtfully from a dust jacket, became as essential to a book’s 

marketing as the words printed inside it. The reading public that made 

any of this possible was tracked only in aggregate, as sales figures and 

survey data, never as individuals whose devotion to a particular book 

might be worth naming. 

The Modern Author as Brand 

When Oprah Winfrey launched her television book club on 

September 17, 1996, beginning with Jacquelyn Mitchard’s The Deep 

End of the Ocean, a single recommendation could turn an unknown 

novelist into a household name and a guest on daytime television 

within weeks.18 Sales of an endorsed title routinely jumped by 

 
17“List of Winners of the National Book Award,” Wikipedia, The Free 

Encyclopedia, accessed June 2026. 

18“Oprah Launches Influential Book Club,” History.com, A&E 

Television Networks. 
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hundreds of thousands of copies, and the effect was significant enough 

that marketing professionals began referring to it simply as the Oprah 

Effect. It was, in its own way, the clearest demonstration yet of a 

pattern stretching back to Gutenberg: a single famous name, attached 

to a book, could move an audience of millions, while that same 

audience remained, collectively and individually, unnamed. 

Today the machinery runs almost entirely on its own 

momentum, and it has only accelerated. Where a writer once depended 

on a publisher’s publicity department to arrange a single radio 

interview, an author now builds a personal following directly: a video 

posted to a phone can reach more readers in an afternoon than a 

Dickens reading tour reached in a year, and corners of social media 

built specifically around book recommendations have turned ordinary 

readers into minor tastemakers almost overnight. Yet even here the 

underlying arrangement has not changed nearly as much as it might 

first appear. The platforms reward an individual creator’s name and 

face, the same way a sixteenth-century title page rewarded a single 

name in large type. A reader whose enthusiastic video sends a forgotten 

novel back onto the bestseller list is, at best, thanked in a single offhand 

comment by a grateful author, then forgotten by the time the next 

edition goes to print. The technology has changed almost beyond 

recognition. The credit still flows in exactly one direction. 

Literary festivals, author podcasts, and ticketed live events have 

only formalized this further, turning the author into a kind of touring 

brand in a way Dickens would likely recognize immediately, however 

unfamiliar the staging might look to him. None of this requires malice 

or even particular vanity on any individual author’s part. It is simply 
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how the machine has always been built, six hundred years running, ever 

since a name on a title page first proved more valuable than the 

printer’s mark beside it. 

Word of Mouth: The Reader’s Unseen Labor 

It is worth pausing on a single, almost embarrassingly obvious 

fact that this entire history has skated past: no book has ever become 

a bestseller through advertising alone. Publishers can buy a window 

display, secure a favorable review, or book an author on a morning 

show, and every one of those things helps. But the engine that actually 

turns a good book into a phenomenon has always been readers talking 

to other readers. A friend pressing a paperback into another friend’s 

hands and saying, simply, you have to read this, has historically done 

more to build a bestseller than any press release ever written. 

Publishing executives know this so well that they have a name for it, 

word of mouth, and they study it, chase it, and try to engineer it 

artificially through advance reading copies and influencer mailings. 

What they have never done, in six hundred years of trying, is pay that 

word of mouth the smallest compliment of naming the people who 

generate it. 

Consider what this labor actually requires. A reader has to 

finish the book, which alone can take many hours pulled from a life 

already full of other demands. They have to form a genuine opinion 

about it, distinct from the marketing copy on the back cover. They 

have to find the right person to recommend it to, the right moment to 

bring it up, and the right words to make the recommendation land. 
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None of this is compensated. None of this is credited. And yet without 

it, the vast majority of books that have ever mattered to anyone would 

have sunk without a trace, regardless of how brilliant the prose inside 

them happened to be. The author gets the royalty check and the dust 

jacket photograph. The reader who did the work of spreading the book 

gets, at most, the quiet satisfaction of having been right about it. 

Conclusion: The Arrangement on Trial 

Taken together, the chapters of history surveyed here, from the 

anonymous bards of Mesopotamia, through the named poets of 

Greece and Rome, the silent scribes of the medieval scriptorium, 

Gutenberg’s press, the Statute of Anne, the touring celebrity authors 

of the nineteenth century, and the industrial publicity machine of the 

twentieth and twenty-first, describe a single, remarkably consistent 

pattern. Whatever the century, whatever the technology, and whatever 

the legal framework, the credit for a book’s success has flowed in 

exactly one direction: toward the person whose name appears on the 

cover, and away from the people whose attention, money, and word 

of mouth made that success possible in the first place. 

The people who stand in that signing line, the ones who 

bought the book, read every page, recommended it to their friends, 

and made the bestseller list possible in the first place, vanish from the 

story entirely the moment they step away from the table. They return 

to ordinary life, their devotion to the written word entirely unrecorded, 

while the author’s name is printed, again and again, on covers, 

marquees, and award plaques that will outlast them both. This is the 
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arrangement that has held, with only minor variation, from the clay 

tablets of Mesopotamia to the bestseller lists of today. It is the 

arrangement this book intends to put on trial. 
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Chapter 2: Readers Are Chosen From Applications 

How the Applications Were Solicited 

Word of the trial went out quietly at first, a single notice tucked 

into the back pages of a small literary newsletter, inviting readers, 

ordinary readers, the kind who had never once seen their own name 

printed beside a book they loved, to submit a written application 

explaining why they, above all others, deserved to be recognized as the 

worthiest reader in the land. The notice did not ask for credentials. It 

did not ask for a degree in literature, a blog with a large following, or a 

single published word. It asked for one thing only: proof, in the 

applicant’s own words, that they had given a book something an author 

could never give it alone, namely, an audience willing to finish it, sit 

with it, and carry it back out into the world. 

The response surprised everyone involved. Within weeks, 

hundreds of envelopes and emails arrived, from retired teachers and 

long-haul truckers, from prisoners and children’s librarians, from 

people who had never spoken publicly about their reading habits in 

their entire lives and clearly had a great deal to say once finally asked. 

Six applications were selected from that flood, not because the other 

hundreds lacked merit, but because these six, taken together, made the 

widest possible case for what a devoted reader contributes: time, 

memory, evangelism, survival, patience, and attention, each in its own 

distinct and irreplaceable form. What follows are those six 

applications, presented largely in the applicants’ own words, exactly as 

they were submitted for judgment. 
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What the Committee Looked For 

Selecting six applications out of several hundred required some 

kind of standard, even an imperfect one, and the small reading 

committee assembled to make the first cut spent the better part of a 

month arguing about what that standard should actually be. Should the 

prize favor sheer volume, the reader who had simply read the most 

books? Should it favor depth, the reader who had read the fewest 

books but understood them most completely? Should it favor reach, 

rewarding whoever had managed to put a book into the hands of the 

most people? In the end, the committee settled on a looser test, closer 

to instinct than formula: did this application describe a relationship 

with reading that no algorithm, no sales chart, and no marketing 

department could have produced or measured on its own? 

That test eliminated a great many otherwise impressive 

submissions. A professional book critic with a large following applied, 

and was set aside, on the grounds that her devotion to reading, 

however genuine, was also her livelihood, and the committee wanted 

to honor reading that asked for nothing in return. A famous collector 

of first editions applied as well, and was also set aside, since his 

application made clear he prized the objects more than the words 

inside them. What the committee wanted, in the end, were ordinary 

people for whom reading had become something closer to a second 

vocation, unpaid, unglamorous, and almost entirely unwitnessed until 

this trial finally asked them to describe it out loud. The six applications 

that follow were the six that the committee agreed, unanimously, came 

closest to that standard. 



26 

Applicant One: Margaret Holloway 

Margaret Holloway taught middle school English for thirty-

four years in a small town not far from the coast, and she has read her 

favorite novels not once but, by her own careful count, somewhere 

between four and eleven times apiece. Her application arrived in a 

manila envelope stuffed with photocopied pages from her personal 

library, every margin dense with decades of pencil notes in handwriting 

that visibly changes, year by year, as the same passages were revisited 

again across a lifetime. 

I am seventy-one years old, and I have read Middlemarch nine times. I do 

not say this to brag. I say it because I think somebody ought to know. The first 

time I read it I was twenty-two and I thought it was a book about a foolish young 

woman who married badly. The fourth time I read it I was forty and I realized it 

was a book about every single person in that town, not just her, and I wept on a 

city bus because I finally understood what George Eliot meant when she wrote about 

the growing good of the world depending on unhistoric acts. The ninth time I read 

it, last winter, my husband had been gone two years, and I understood the book in 

a third, entirely different way, one I am honestly not sure I can explain to anyone 

who has not also buried a spouse. 

Here is what I want the judges to understand. A book does not finish 

becoming itself the day it is printed. It keeps becoming itself every single time an 

actual person opens it again with a different heart than the one they brought the last 

time. I have given Middlemarch four decades of careful, repeated attention that its 

own author never lived to see. George Eliot wrote it once. I have read it nine times, 

and I am not finished. If that is not a form of co-authorship, I genuinely do not 

know what is, and I would like someone to finally say so out loud. 
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I taught for thirty-four years, and in all that time, I assigned Middlemarch 

exactly once, because I knew most fourteen-year-olds were not ready for it, and I did 

not want to ruin it for them the way badly timed assignments ruin so many good 

books for so many children. But I gave away my own worn copy to a former student 

named Renata who came back to visit me twenty years after she graduated, simply 

because she mentioned, in passing, over coffee, that she had never read anything by 

George Eliot and felt embarrassed about it. She read it that winter and called me, 

crying, on the telephone the night she finished, and I must tell you that phone call 

meant more to me than any single grade I ever recorded in thirty-four years of grade 

books combined. 

Margaret’s application included a short note from that same 

former student, Renata Cole, now a hospital administrator two states 

away, who wrote in support of her former teacher’s case. 

Mrs. Holloway did not write Middlemarch. But she is the reason I have 

read it and now own four copies, because I keep buying more to give away. I do not 

think the judges should overlook what it means for a reader to single-handedly create 

more readers, one worn paperback at a time, for thirty-four years running. 

The committee’s notes on Margaret’s file flagged a single 

phrase for further discussion: co-authorship. It is a bold word for a 

reader to claim, bolder than anything in the five applications that 

follow it, and the committee spent a long evening debating whether 

nine careful readings of a single novel truly rise to that level, or whether 

the word was simply a grieving widow reaching for the largest possible 

language to describe an entirely private form of devotion. No 

conclusion was reached that evening. The question was tabled for the 

jury described later in this book to settle properly, in full view of the 

very author whose glory Margaret’s claim quietly threatens to share. 
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Applicant Two: Desmond Achebe-Whitfield 

Desmond Achebe-Whitfield has driven long-haul freight 

routes across the country for nineteen years, and somewhere around 

year six, an audiobook of a detective novel got him through a blizzard 

outside Cheyenne with his eyes wide open and his mind fully occupied, 

and he has not driven a mile without one playing since. His application 

came as a voice memo, transcribed by his daughter, because he said he 

could explain himself a great deal better talking than writing. 

I have probably listened to more books than anybody you are going to hear 

from, just on account of the hours. Eleven, twelve hours a day sometimes, alone in 

a cab, and a man can only listen to so much music before his brain starts begging 

him for something with a plot in it. So I started with audiobooks, and then I started 

talking about them on the CB to whoever else was out there at three in the morning, 

and then I started a little book swap at three truck stops along my regular route, 

just a shelf by the coffee machine, leave one take one. That shelf has moved, by my 

best guess, somewhere over four thousand books through drivers who, like me, never 

once thought of themselves as readers until somebody handed them something good 

on a long stretch of nothing. 

Nobody writes books for truckers. I do not think a single author has ever 

pictured a man like me in his cab at four in the morning when he sat down to write 

his big important novel. But I am the one who carried that novel four thousand 

miles down I-80, told nine other drivers about it on channel nineteen, and watched 

it ride home in somebody else’s glove box. An author writes a book once, in one 

place. I have personally carried books across more states than most authors will visit 

in their whole lives doing publicity tours. I would like that to count for something. 
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The book that started all of it, the one that got me through that blizzard 

outside Cheyenne, I have now recommended to so many other drivers that a few of 

them started calling it the truck stop bible, which I think would horrify the author 

if she ever found out a long-haul trucker was using that phrase. I keep a running 

list in a little notebook of who I gave it to and what they said back. Forty-one 

names so far. Forty-one people who I personally know finished that book because I 

would not shut up about it on the CB until they did. 

A fellow driver named Ruthanne Pickett, who Desmond 

credits with keeping the book swap shelf stocked at the second of his 

three regular stops, added her own short statement. 

Desmond is the reason half the drivers on this route read anything at all. 

He does not get paid for it, he does not get thanked for it beyond a wave through a 

windshield, and he has been doing it for thirteen years that I personally know of. If 

anybody deserves a little recognition for spreading books around, it is a man who 

has spent a career listening to them at sixty-five miles an hour and still finds time 

to talk somebody else into listening too. 

What struck the committee most about Desmond’s file was the 

notebook itself, forty-one names, dates, and a handful of words about 

how each recommendation landed, kept faithfully for over a decade by 

a man who insists he is not, by his own description, much of a reader. 

The committee noted, somewhat wryly, that this notebook is a more 

rigorous record of reader response than most publishing houses bother 

to keep about their own bestsellers. An author rarely learns, in any 

detail, what a given reader thought of a given page. Desmond 

apparently asks, every single time, and writes the answer down. 
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Applicant Three: Priya Nandakumar 

Priya Nandakumar started a neighborhood book club fifteen 

years ago in the back room of a community center, originally just for 

herself and two friends, and it slowly grew into something else entirely: 

a weekly gathering where new immigrants to the area, many still 

building their English, work through a novel together a chapter at a 

time, sounding out unfamiliar words aloud and helping one another 

past the parts that do not translate easily. Her application was eleven 

pages long, single-spaced, and clearly took her several weeks to write. 

When I started this group, I told myself it was a book club. I understand 

now that it was never really about the books, not exactly. It was about Mrs. 

Oyelaran, who had not spoken a full sentence of English in public in four years, 

reading a paragraph of The Color Purple out loud to six strangers and not stopping 

when she stumbled over a word, because by then we had all stumbled over words 

together so many times that nobody flinched anymore. It was about a sixteen-year-

old boy named Khalid translating idioms for his mother in real time during our 

discussion of a novel neither of them had ever expected to read, and watching them 

argue, in two languages at once, about whether the ending was fair. 

I do not know how to put a number on what fifteen years of this is worth, 

in the way a royalty statement puts a number on what an author has earned. But 

I know this: every single person who has come through that back room has finished 

at least one book they would never have finished alone, and many of them have gone 

on to read a dozen more on their own afterward. An author reaches a reader once, 

through the page. I have spent fifteen years building the room that taught people how 

to walk through that page in the first place. I would like the judges to consider that 
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this, too, is a kind of authorship, even if no publisher will ever print my name on a 

cover for it. 

Fifteen years means I have now watched two generations move through that 

back room. Children who used to sit quietly in the corner doing homework while 

their mothers sounded out paragraphs are now adults bringing their own children to 

sit in that same corner. We have read forty-one books together since I started keeping 

count, and I can tell you something about every single member who has come through, 

what they struggled with, what made them laugh, which book finally made them 

feel, for the first time in a new country, like they belonged somewhere. 

Mrs. Adaeze Oyelaran, the book club member mentioned in 

Priya’s application, submitted a brief note of her own through a relative 

who helped translate it. 

Before that room, I did not believe I would ever read a whole book in 

English. Priya never once made me feel slow for needing more time with a sentence. 

Fifteen years she has done this for free, every single week, and I do not think there 

is a prize big enough for what that room has given people like me. 

The committee initially worried that Priya’s application 

described an act of teaching rather than an act of reading, and nearly 

set it aside on those grounds before a second, closer reading changed 

their minds. Priya does not lecture her group. By her own account and 

by Mrs. Oyelaran’s, she reads alongside them, stumbles over the same 

passages they stumble over, and admits openly when a metaphor 

escapes her too. The committee ultimately decided that reading done 

in the company of others who are also struggling toward understanding 

is not a lesser form of reading than reading done alone in a quiet room. 

It may, in fact, be a harder one. 
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Applicant Four: Walter Jessup 

Walter Jessup has spent the last eleven years incarcerated at a 

state correctional facility, where he founded an informal reading circle 

that now meets twice weekly in the prison library, a group that began 

with three men passing around a single battered paperback and has 

since grown to include more than forty participants across two cell 

blocks. His application arrived as a handwritten letter, carefully printed 

in block capitals, and was forwarded by the facility’s education 

coordinator with a short note vouching for everything in it. 

I am not going to pretend I was much of a reader before I came in here. I 

barely finished high school. The first real book I ever read cover to cover, I was 

twenty-six years old and three years into my sentence, and a man on my block 

named Curtis handed it to me and said, you got nothing but time, you might as well 

use some of it. That book did not fix my life. I want to be honest about that. But 

it cracked something open that had been shut a long time, and within a year I was 

the one handing books to other men and saying the same thing Curtis said to me. 

We do not get to choose much in here. We do not get author visits, we do 

not get bookstore events, we do not get any of the glory this trial of yours is asking 

about. What we have is each other, and a shelf of donated paperbacks, and forty 

men who show up twice a week because reading together is one of the only things left 

that makes a Tuesday feel like it was worth getting through. I am not asking you 

to forgive what I did to end up in here. I am asking you to recognize that even in a 

place specifically built to take everything away from a person, men have chosen, on 

their own, to give books a second life. If that does not count as devotion to reading, 

I do not know what would. 
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Eleven years ago, I could barely get through a paragraph without losing 

my place. Last month, I finished a six-hundred-page novel in four days because I 

genuinely could not put it down, and I stood up in our circle and talked for twenty 

minutes straight about why the ending worked, and three other men in that room 

told me afterward they had never seen me talk that long about anything in my life. 

That is what this group has done. Not fixed me. Built something in me that was 

not there before. 

The facility’s education coordinator, Ms. Renee Ashford, who 

forwarded Walter’s letter, included her own brief endorsement. 

I have worked in corrections education for sixteen years, and Walter 

Jessup’s reading circle is the single most consistent, self-sustaining program I have 

ever seen run inside these walls, entirely on inmate initiative. Attendance has never 

once dropped below thirty men in four years. Whatever recognition your trial is 

capable of offering, I can tell you it would mean a great deal more inside these walls 

than most people on the outside could possibly imagine. 

Walter’s file prompted the longest committee discussion of all 

six applications, not because anyone doubted the sincerity of what he 

had built, but because several committee members openly worried 

about how the wider public might react to honoring a currently 

incarcerated applicant at all. The argument that ultimately settled the 

matter came from the committee’s oldest member, who pointed out 

that a trial concerned with who deserves credit for keeping reading 

alive cannot very well exclude the one place in this entire book where 

reading appears to be doing the most serious, most literal work of 

keeping people alive. The objection was withdrawn. Walter’s 

application stood. 
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Applicant Five: Sofia Marchetti 

Sofia Marchetti has worked as a children’s librarian for twenty-

two years, and for nearly all of them she has hosted a weekly read-

aloud hour for preschoolers, performing every voice herself, week after 

week, to rooms full of children too young to read a single word on 

their own. Her application included a small stack of crayon drawings 

sent in by former attendees, now teenagers, each one depicting a 

memory of story time. 

I have read Where the Wild Things Are aloud, by my own rough estimate, 

somewhere north of six hundred times. I have done every voice. I have made the 

same growling sound for Max’s wild rumpus six hundred separate Tuesdays in a 

row, for six hundred separate rooms of three-year-olds who had never heard the story 

before in their lives, even though I had heard it, by then, more times than any single 

human being probably should. Nobody writes that into a royalty statement. There 

is no line item for the librarian who gave a four-year-old his very first experience of 

a story, the one experience that will quietly determine whether he grows up to be a 

reader at all. 

I did not write a single word of any of the books I have read aloud. I want 

to be completely honest about that going in, because I imagine some of the other 

applicants did the writing of letters and essays you will read alongside mine, real 

prose of their own. I have nothing like that to offer. What I offer instead is twenty-

two years of being the very first voice a few thousand children ever heard a story in, 

and I would like the judges to consider that an author cannot create a lifelong reader 

alone. Someone has to hand a child their first book and make the wild things roar. 

I have done that work six hundred times over, and I am not finished yet. 
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A boy named Theo came to my story hour every single Tuesday for three 

years, never missed once, and his mother told me later he had been a selectively mute 

child who barely spoke to anyone, and that story hour was the only place all week 

he reliably opened his mouth, mostly to repeat my growl back at me, word for word, 

every time. He is fourteen now and reads constantly, by his mother’s account, and I 

think about that boy every single Tuesday I still climb up on that little stool to read. 

Theo’s mother, Janelle Reyes, asked to add a brief statement of 

her own to the application. 

Sofia Marchetti gave my son his voice back, one Tuesday at a time, long 

before any teacher, any therapist, or any of us in his own family figured out how to 

reach him. I do not know how you measure a thing like that against a bestseller 

list, but I know which one I would choose if I ever had to pick. 

Sofia’s application was, on its surface, the simplest of the six: a 

librarian reading picture books to small children, a task so ordinary it 

rarely occurs to anyone to call it devotion at all. The committee noted 

this plainly in their file, writing that Sofia’s case may be the most 

important of the six precisely because it is the most overlooked. Every 

reader described elsewhere in this chapter, including five of the six 

applicants themselves, almost certainly had a Sofia somewhere near the 

beginning of their own reading life, a person who is rarely thanked and 

almost never remembered by name, even by the very readers they 

helped create. 

Applicant Six: Eleanor Voss 

Eleanor Voss has been blind since birth and has read, through 

Braille editions and audiobooks, an average of roughly 90 books a year 
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for the past three decades, a pace many sighted readers would struggle 

to match. Her application arrived as a braille manuscript, transcribed 

for the judges by a volunteer at her local library, along with a note 

explaining that she had composed it herself, letter by letter, over the 

course of several nights. 

People are often surprised to learn how much attention reading by braille 

or by audio actually demands. There is no skimming a page with your fingertips. 

There is no glancing ahead to see how a chapter ends. Every single word arrives in 

its own time, in the order the author placed it, and you either give it your full 

attention or you lose the thread entirely. I have sometimes wondered whether I read 

more carefully, not less, than people who can simply let their eyes wander down a 

page and absorb half of it without quite meaning to. 

I do not say this to claim some special hardship deserves special credit. I 

say it because I think it reveals something true about reading in general that most 

people never have to notice: attention is the actual gift a reader gives a book, not 

eyesight, not speed, not even literacy in the traditional sense. I have given that 

attention, word by careful word, to roughly twenty-seven hundred books over thirty 

years. Somewhere in that pile is the book that mattered enormously to whoever wrote 

it, the one they hoped, more than anything, that somebody out there would actually 

read closely enough to understand. I would like the judges to know that somebody 

did. Many times over. Just not with her eyes. 

I keep a written log of every book I finish, in braille, going back to 1996, 

and I have read it back to myself more than once over the years, the way some people 

reread an old diary. It is, I think, the longest sustained record of careful attention 

to other people’s books that I personally know of, longer even than most professional 

critics keep. I do not say that to compete with anyone. I say it because I think a 
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thirty-year unbroken record of that kind of attention ought to be worth something 

to somebody, somewhere, eventually. 

The volunteer who transcribes for Eleanor at her local library, 

a retired postal worker named Frank Delgado, added a short note of 

his own to the application packet. 

I have transcribed for Eleanor twice a month for nine years now, and in 

that time she has never once asked me to skip ahead or summarize a difficult 

passage. She wants every word, in order, exactly as written. I have worked with a 

great many patrons over the years. I have never met one who reads more carefully 

than she does. 

Eleanor’s application arrived last among the six, and several 

committee members admitted afterward that it reframed how they read 

the other five. Where Margaret offered repetition, Desmond offered 

distance, Priya offered community, Walter offered survival, and Sofia 

offered origin, Eleanor’s application offered something closer to a 

definition: a precise description of what attention actually costs a 

reader who cannot afford to let a single word slide past unnoticed. The 

committee’s final note on her file read simply: if every reader gave a 

book what this woman gives a book, the entire premise of this trial 

might never have needed to be argued in the first place. 

A Note on Who Was Not Selected 

It would be dishonest to present these six applications without 

also describing, briefly, the kind of application the committee chose to 

set aside, since the contrast says nearly as much about the standard 

being applied as the six successful cases do. Among the several 



38 

hundred submissions was a polished, eloquently written letter from a 

reader named Vivienne Castellane, who runs a popular online book 

review account with several hundred thousand followers and has, by 

her own account, reviewed more than eight hundred titles over the 

past six years. 

I have built an audience that buys, on average, several thousand copies of 

whatever book I feature in a given week. Publishers send me advance copies months 

before release specifically because they know what my recommendation is worth in 

sales. I would argue that no reader alive moves more books, more directly, than I 

do, and I believe that should weigh heavily in your consideration. 

The committee did not dispute a single fact in Vivienne’s 

application. Her numbers were, if anything, almost certainly 

understated. What gave the committee pause was a detail Vivienne 

mentioned only in passing, almost as an afterthought: publishers pay 

for her travel to literary festivals, supply her with merchandise to give 

away to her followers, and have, on three occasions, paid her directly 

for promotional appearances tied to a launch. None of this is 

improper. It is, in fact, exactly how modern publishing publicity is 

supposed to work, the very industrial glory machine described in the 

previous chapter, simply pointed at a reader instead of an author for a 

change. But it is also, the committee concluded, no longer quite the 

same thing as the unwitnessed, uncompensated devotion the trial was 

designed to honor. Vivienne has been folded into the machine herself, 

on attractive terms, and the committee felt that readers who have 

already been compensated and celebrated by that machine were not 

the readers this particular trial existed to recognize. 
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Vivienne’s application was set aside with a respectful note 

thanking her for her time, and a small minority of the committee 

argued she deserved reconsideration on the grounds that influence, 

however well compensated, is still influence. That argument did not 

carry. The six applications that follow were chosen, in the end, 

specifically because none of their authors had ever been paid, flown 

anywhere, or sent a single advance copy for any of the reading 

described in their letters. Margaret bought her own nine copies of 

Middlemarch. Desmond stocked his own book swap shelf out of his 

own pocket. Whatever the jury ultimately decides in the chapters 

ahead, it will be deciding among six readers who wanted nothing from 

their reading except the reading itself, until this trial finally asked them 

to want something more. 

A handful of other applications came close enough to the final 

six that the committee kept their files for possible future consideration, 

should this trial ever expand to a second round in a later book. A 

retired ferry captain who read the entirety of Moby-Dick aloud to his 

crew over fourteen consecutive Atlantic crossings nearly made the cut, 

set aside only because no surviving crew member could be reached in 

time to corroborate the account. A teenage girl who had read the same 

battered fantasy series eighteen times since the age of nine submitted 

a heartfelt application that the committee found genuinely moving but 

ultimately too young, by their own admission, to weigh fairly against 

six adult lifetimes of accumulated devotion. Their letters remain on 

file, in case the author of this very book ever decides the trial deserves 

a sequel of its own. 
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What Happens Next 

A final word belongs here on the matter of names, since names 

are, after all, the entire subject of this trial. Margaret Holloway, 

Desmond Achebe-Whitfield, Priya Nandakumar, Walter Jessup, Sofia 

Marchetti, and Eleanor Voss are not names any reader of this book 

would have previously encountered in any newspaper, any awards 

program, or any author’s acknowledgments page. By the final chapter 

of this book, that will have changed, at least within these covers. 

Whatever the jury ultimately decides, all six names are now part of the 

permanent record of this trial, printed here in full, exactly as Chapter 

One argued no publishing institution in six hundred years had ever 

consistently bothered to do for a reader before. 

Six applications, six entirely different ways of proving the same 

essential point: that a book is not finished the day it leaves the printer, 

and that the people who carry it forward from there, who reread it, 

repeat it, translate it, survive by it, perform it, and study it letter by 

careful letter, are doing something that deserves to be weighed 

seriously, not waved away as a footnote to the author’s achievement. 

Margaret gave Middlemarch four decades of return visits. Desmond 

gave a detective novel four thousand miles of road. Priya gave a back 

room full of strangers the courage to finish books in a language not 

their own. Walter gave a prison block a reason to look forward to 

Tuesdays. Sofia gave several thousand children their very first story. 

Eleanor gave nearly three thousand books the kind of unhurried, 

word-by-word attention most of them will never receive again. 
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None of these six readers has ever appeared on a book jacket. 

None of them has ever been thanked by name in an acknowledgments 

page, interviewed about their reading habits on a morning show, or 

had their photograph taken outside a signing line. And yet, as the 

chapters ahead will show, each of them is about to be asked to stand 

before a jury of their fellow readers and the very author whose 

attention they have spent a lifetime trying to earn, and make the case, 

in person, for why their particular form of devotion deserves to be the 

one finally recognized in print. The selection is complete. The defense 

is about to begin. 

It is worth pausing, before that defense begins, to notice what 

these six applications have in common, beyond the obvious fact that 

all six were written by people who love to read. Every single one of 

them describes reading not as a private pleasure consumed in isolation, 

but as something that became real, became consequential, only at the 

moment it was shared with somebody else: a grieving widow’s phone 

call, a glove box on I-80, a back room full of strangers learning a new 

language together, a prison block on a Tuesday night, a four-year-old’s 

first encounter with a wild rumpus, a braille manuscript transcribed 

letter by letter by a volunteer who happened to care enough to listen. 

None of the six are claiming credit for what an author wrote. All six 

are claiming credit for what happened next, after the writing was 

finished and the book was simply sitting there, waiting for somebody, 

anybody, to pick it up and carry it the rest of the way. 

That, the committee concluded in its closing note, is precisely 

the gap the rest of this book exists to examine. An author finishes a 

manuscript and the work, in one sense, is done. But the book itself, 
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the thing that actually changes a life, console a widow, gets a man 

through a blizzard, teaches a child his first word in a new language, 

gives a prisoner something to look forward to, or reaches a boy who 

has otherwise stopped speaking, that book is not finished at all. It is 

only just beginning, and the people who finish it, again and again, in 

rooms the author will never enter, are the six readers whose defenses 

you are about to hear. 

One last administrative matter closed the file before it was 

passed along to the next stage of the trial. Each of the six applicants 

was formally notified of their selection by letter and asked to confirm, 

in writing, that they understood what they were agreeing to: a public 

hearing, an opportunity to expand on their written application in 

person, cross-examination from the other five applicants, and a final 

judgment rendered jointly by a jury of fellow readers and the author 

whose recognition they were seeking. All six confirmed without 

hesitation. Margaret wrote back the same afternoon her notice arrived. 

Walter’s reply took eleven days to clear the facility’s mail review 

process, but it arrived all the same, four words longer than it strictly 

needed to be: I would be honored. 
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Chapter 3: The Reader’s Remorse                   
The Hearing Begins 

The hearing was held in a plain rented hall with folding chairs 

arranged in a loose semicircle, nothing like the marble courtrooms the 

word trial tends to conjure. At the center sat the author, the very 

person whose recognition all six applicants had spent a lifetime quietly 

chasing, flanked by a jury of a dozen ordinary readers drawn, much like 

the applicants themselves, from an open call for volunteers. The six 

were seated together in the front row, Margaret beside Desmond, Priya 

beside Walter’s appointed representative, since the facility could not 

permit his physical attendance, Sofia beside Eleanor, who had brought 

her own braille notes rather than rely on memory. 

Before any applicant was asked to make a formal case for their 

own worthiness, as the chapters ahead will show them doing, the 

presiding moderator first asked each of them a single, simpler question: 

not why they deserved recognition, but how it felt to have gone 

without it for so long. The room had not expected the answers to run 

as long, or as raw, as they did. What follows is a transcript of that first 

round, the reader’s remorse, recorded largely in each speaker’s own 

words, before the formal defenses of the chapters that follow ever 

began. 

It is worth noting that the moderator chose the word remorse 

deliberately and explained her choice to the room before the testimony 

began. Remorse, in its older and less common sense, does not always 

describe guilt over one’s own actions. It can describe a kind of 
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gnawing, a persistent return to the same unresolved ache, the literal 

Latin root meaning to bite again. That, the moderator suggested, was 

closer to what these six readers carried than any simple complaint 

about being snubbed. Each of them had built an entire private 

relationship with reading, rich and serious and decades deep, and each 

of them had been quietly biting down on the same unanswered 

question for years: why does none of this count for anything, 

anywhere, to anyone outside my own four walls? 

Margaret Holloway 

Margaret was the first to speak, and she stood rather than 

remaining seated, smoothing her cardigan before she began, the same 

unconscious gesture, her former students would later say, that she used 

to make before addressing a difficult class. 

I want to tell you about the day I finished Middlemarch for the ninth time. 

I closed the book, and I sat in my chair for a long while, and then I did what I 

always do, which is nothing at all. There is no form to fill out. There is no office 

that wants to know. I called my daughter and she said that’s nice, Mom, in the 

voice you use for a child who has shown you a drawing, and I do not blame her for 

that voice, because there was genuinely nowhere in this culture for her to have learned 

that a ninth reading of a novel might be worth a different tone. 

Meanwhile, I have watched, over the years, biography after biography 

written about George Eliot herself: her unconventional marriage, her quarrels with 

critics, the exact desk she wrote at. Entire university departments exist to study her 

sentences. And not one of those departments, not one of those biographers, has ever 

once wondered about the woman in a cardigan in a small coastal town who kept the 
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book alive in her own mind for forty years after publication. I do not resent George 

Eliot. I resent the size of the building built around her name, and the complete 

absence of any building, however small, around mine. 

I taught for thirty-four years, and I want to say plainly that I do not regret 

a single one of them. But I will tell you that in all those years, not one administrator, 

not one school board, not one parent ever asked me what I personally was reading, 

only what I was assigning. As though a teacher’s own private reading life were 

simply fuel for the machine of other people’s educations, with no value of its own 

once the lesson plan was written. I have spent a career being useful for what I could 

give other readers. I would like, just once before I am finished, to be asked about 

what reading has given me. 

A juror near the back of the room, a young man who 

introduced himself only as a graduate student, raised his hand and 

asked Margaret directly whether she thought the same indifference she 

described might simply be the ordinary fate of any quiet, solitary 

hobby, no different from a stranger’s indifference to someone else’s 

gardening or stamp collecting. 

That is a fair question, and I have asked it of myself. But gardening does 

not have a multi-billion dollar industry built around convincing millions of people 

to take it up in the first place, with magazine covers and morning show interviews 

and prize ceremonies broadcast on television. Reading does. The entire publishing 

industry depends on people like me existing in large numbers, and it spends 

enormous sums persuading us to keep existing. It simply never occurred to anyone 

running that industry that the persuaded might eventually want to be seen, and not 

just spent. 
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Desmond Achebe-Whitfield 

Desmond spoke next, standing with his cap in his hands, 

turning it slowly as he talked, a habit the moderator’s notes later 

described as the only sign of nerves in an otherwise steady delivery. 

I drove past a billboard outside Omaha two summers ago, forty feet tall, 

an author’s face on it the size of a barn, advertising her new book. I had personally 

put three different earlier books by that same woman into the hands of nine different 

drivers on my route, starting four years before that billboard ever existed. Not one 

of those nine drivers would have heard her name if I had not said it first into a CB 

radio at four in the morning. I am not asking for my face on a billboard. I am 

asking why the thought of a reader’s face on anything at all strikes everyone, 

including me until recently, as a faintly ridiculous idea. 

Here is what eats at me, if I am honest. The publisher knows my kind 

exists. They have a name for what we do, word of mouth, like I said in my 

application, and they build entire marketing budgets around trying to manufacture 

it artificially, because they know it sells more books than any billboard does. They 

study us. They just refuse to pay us, name us, or thank us, while paying enormous 

money to put a forty foot face on a highway. I have made my peace with not getting 

rich off this. I have not made my peace with being studied and then erased in the 

very same sentence. 

I want to tell you one more thing, because I think it matters. A few years 

back I wrote to that author, the one on the billboard, care of her publisher, just to 

tell her how many drivers had read her book because of me. I never heard back. I 

do not say that to be bitter about her specifically, she is probably a kind person 

buried under ten thousand letters a year. I say it because the system around her 

makes it nearly impossible for an author to ever even learn a reader like me exists, 
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let alone thank one. The silence is not personal. That is almost the worst part. It is 

structural. 

One of the jurors, a retired postal supervisor, asked Desmond 

whether a simple reply from the author, even a form letter, would have 

actually changed anything for him in a meaningful way. 

Probably not, if I am being completely honest. A form letter is just the 

billboard in a smaller font. What would have changed something is if there were 

anywhere at all, any institution, any publication, any small line of credit somewhere, 

where a reader like me was simply allowed to exist on the record. Not thanked 

personally. Just acknowledged as a category of person who matters to whether a book 

succeeds or not. That is all six of us are really asking this room for, I think, whether 

we say it in those words or not. 

Priya Nandakumar 

Priya read from a prepared page, the only applicant to do so, 

explaining beforehand that she did not trust herself to say this 

particular part without notes. 

Fifteen years ago I started a book club because I was lonely, and it became 

something I would now call the most meaningful work of my adult life, more 

meaningful, some weeks, than my actual paying job. Every year, our local paper 

runs a feature about a visiting author who is passing through town on a promotional 

tour, two thousand words, a photograph, a pull quote about their writing process. I 

have asked, twice, gently, whether the paper might consider a short piece about the 

reading group instead. Twice I was told, kindly, that it was not really a story, 

because nothing happens, people just read. 
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Nothing happens. People just read. I have turned that sentence over so 

many times I can recite it in my sleep. Mrs. Oyelaran read her first full paragraph 

of English aloud in that room. A teenager argued with his own mother, in two 

languages, about whether a novel’s ending was earned. A woman in remission from 

cancer told us, the week she finished chemotherapy, that our Tuesday nights were 

the only appointment on her calendar she never once dreaded. If that is nothing 

happening, I genuinely do not know what the editors of that newspaper believe 

something happening would even look like. 

What stings most, honestly, is that the same paper that turned me down 

twice has run, in the years since, at least four separate feature stories about authors 

who never once set foot in our city before their tour bus arrived and left again forty-

eight hours later. I do not begrudge those authors the coverage. I begrudge a definition 

of news that finds a stranger passing through for two days more newsworthy than 

fifteen years of a community quietly teaching itself to read together in a back room 

six blocks from that very newsroom. 

A juror who identified herself as a former newspaper editor 

asked Priya, gently, whether she thought local news coverage was 

simply structured around novelty rather than any judgment about 

whose reading mattered more. 

I am sure that is exactly how it is structured, and I do not think anyone 

at that paper woke up intending cruelty. But structures built without thinking about 

a thing still end up saying something about that thing, whether anyone intended it 

or not. A structure that rewards novelty over endurance will, by simple design, 

always find the passing author more interesting than the standing reader. I am not 

asking the paper to feel guilty. I am asking this room to notice that the same blind 

spot exists almost everywhere reading gets covered at all, not just in one local 

newsroom. 
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Walter Jessup 

Walter could not appear in person, so his statement was read 

aloud by Ms. Ashford, the education coordinator who had supported 

his original application, while Walter listened by speakerphone from 

the facility’s administrative office. 

I want to say something that might sound strange coming from a man in 

my position. Out here, recognition is not really the point. Nobody on this block is 

waiting on a thank you card. What gets to me is something smaller and meaner 

than that. Every single program that comes through these walls with cameras, every 

grant that gets written up in the system newsletter, photographs the warden, 

photographs the visiting author who donated an hour of their time, and never once 

photographs the forty men who show up twice a week on their own, no funding, no 

grant, no camera crew, because we decided on our own that this mattered. 

I have started to wonder if that is the real design of the whole system, not 

just in here, but everywhere. Glory goes to whoever can be photographed easily and 

sold easily. An author photograph sells a book jacket. A photograph of forty 

incarcerated men reading Dostoevsky on a Tuesday does not sell anything to 

anybody, so nobody bothers to take it. I am not bitter about my sentence. I earned 

that. I am bitter about a system that has decided, long before I was ever born, that 

the only readers worth seeing are the ones who are easy to look at. 

I have thought a lot, in here, about the difference between being punished 

and being erased, because they are not the same thing, even though people on the 

outside sometimes treat them like they are. My sentence punishes me. That is the 

law, and I accepted it the day I was sentenced. But nobody sentenced me to be erased 

as a reader. Nobody on this earth handed down a ruling that said the books I have 

read, the men I have helped, the discussions I have led twice a week for eleven years, 
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should count for nothing in the public record. I did that part to myself, before I 

started this circle, and I have spent eleven years trying to undo it. I would like the 

undoing to count for something out there too, not just in here. 

Ms. Ashford, reading on Walter’s behalf, paused here to relay 

a question from a juror, a woman who worked as a parole counselor, 

asking whether Walter believed public recognition of this kind could 

meaningfully affect outcomes for incarcerated readers more broadly, 

not just himself. 

I believe it could, and here is why. Half the men who walked away from 

our circle over the years did not walk away because they stopped caring about the 

books. They walked away because nothing out there ever told them caring about a 

book was worth anything to anyone outside these walls. If even one story existed, 

one example of a reading life in here being taken seriously by the outside world, I 

think it would change how a lot of men in places like this one think about what 

they are allowed to want for themselves. That is worth more to me than anything 

this trial could give me personally. 

Sofia Marchetti 

Sofia spoke softly, almost apologetically, prefacing her remarks 

by saying she did not feel right comparing her own complaint to 

Walter’s, before the moderator gently reminded her that every form of 

going unseen deserved equal room in this hearing. 

I do not need my name on anything. I want to be honest about that, because 

I think it matters. What I resent, if resent is even the right word, is a little stranger. 

Every author whose book I have read aloud six hundred times has, at some point, 

thanked librarians collectively, in a sentence, in an acknowledgments page: to 
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librarians everywhere, thank you for what you do. It is a kind sentence. It is also 

the exact same sentence every single time, generic enough to apply to no one in 

particular, which means, in practice, it applies to no one at all. 

I have given that author’s book six hundred Tuesdays of my actual voice, 

my actual breath, my actual growl for the wild things, to six hundred rooms of 

children who will grow up remembering the story but not remembering me, because 

four-year-olds do not remember librarians, they remember stories. I am genuinely 

fine with being forgotten by the children. What I am less fine with is an entire 

industry that has decided a collective, interchangeable thank-you to librarians 

everywhere is the appropriate final word on what people like me contribute, when 

the truth is every single one of us did the work differently, in our own voice, in our 

own room, and not one of us was generic at all. 

Twenty-two years ago I read more quietly. I was not yet comfortable with 

my own voice in front of a room. Now I do every character distinctly, I pause exactly 

where I know the suspense will land hardest, I have learned, through six hundred 

rehearsals nobody ever watched me rehearse, precisely how long to hold a silence 

before a small child cannot stand it any longer. That is craft. I built it myself, alone, 

through repetition nobody graded and nobody reviewed. I do not think the word 

generic was ever meant unkindly. I think it was simply never occurred to anyone 

that craft like mine was a thing that existed to be named specifically at all. 

A juror who described herself as a children’s book illustrator 

asked Sofia whether she had ever considered that the books 

themselves, not the librarians, were perhaps the rightful subject of all 

that collective gratitude, since the words were not hers to begin with. 

That is true, and I have never once wanted credit for the words. The words 

belong entirely to the person who wrote them, and I would never claim otherwise. 

But a story sitting silently on a shelf is not yet a story a four-year-old has 
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experienced. Somebody has to become the wild things’ growl, out loud, in a room, 

six hundred separate times, before the words on that page actually do their work in 

a child’s life. I am not claiming the words. I am only asking that the becoming be 

worth something too. 

Eleanor Voss 

Eleanor spoke last, her statement transcribed in advance and 

read aloud by the same volunteer, Frank Delgado, who had assisted 

with her original application, while Eleanor herself sat with her hands 

folded, occasionally nodding at her own words as Frank reached them. 

I have read nearly twenty-seven hundred books in thirty years, every single 

word, in order, with more sustained attention than most sighted readers will ever 

give a single page. I do not say that with pride exactly. I say it because I have done 

the arithmetic, more than once, late at night, on what that attention would be worth 

if anyone were keeping score the way royalty statements keep score for authors. It 

would be worth, by any reasonable measure, more than most authors ever receive 

from any individual reader in their entire career. And it is worth exactly nothing, 

on paper, because no ledger anywhere has ever been built to record it. 

What I feel, when I let myself feel it honestly, is not envy of any particular 

author. It is something closer to disbelief that an entire industry built explicitly 

around the written word has never once paused to ask what its most devoted readers 

are owed, even in the smallest symbolic sense. I do not need flowers. I do not need a 

check. I would have settled, frankly, for a single line in a single book, somewhere, 

anywhere, suggesting that someone on the other side of all that printing and 

marketing and glory understood that a reader like me exists at all. 
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People sometimes ask me, kindly, whether I wish I could simply see the 

words the way they do, skim a page, glance ahead, read faster. I no longer wish that, 

and I want to say clearly why. The slowness is not a deficiency I am working around. 

It has made me, by simple necessity, the kind of reader publishing claims to want 

and then never bothers to study: someone who receives every single word the author 

chose, in the exact order they chose it, without skipping a single one. If anyone in 

this industry actually wanted to know what their books look like when read with 

total fidelity to the page, they would be studying readers like me far more closely 

than they currently do. 

The final juror question of the day came from a high school 

English teacher, who asked Eleanor whether she believed audiobooks 

and braille editions were treated as lesser within the publishing industry 

compared to print, and whether that perception fed into what she was 

describing. 

I do believe that, yes. Audio and braille editions are routinely released later 

than the print edition, sometimes by months, as though the readers waiting on them 

are a secondary market rather than a primary one. I have learned to expect that 

delay. What I have not learned to accept is the quieter message underneath it: that 

the version of a book I actually read is somehow the lesser version, the 

accommodation, rather than simply another complete and equally serious way of 

receiving the exact same words. I am not reading a lesser book. I am reading the 

same book everyone else is reading. I would like the industry to eventually believe 

that as fully as I do. 
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The Author Listens 

The rules of the hearing required the author to remain silent 

throughout this first round, a condition the author had agreed to in 

writing before the trial began, and by all accounts the silence was kept 

faithfully, if not easily. The moderator’s notes, kept as an official record 

of the proceedings, describe the author leaning forward during 

Margaret’s testimony, setting down a pen entirely during Walter’s 

statement, and, during Eleanor’s closing remarks about the delayed 

release of braille editions, writing a single line on a notepad that was 

later entered into the hearing record at the author’s own request: I did 

not know that. I should have known that. 

It would be easy, reading that note now, to treat it as evidence 

of villainy finally cracking under pressure, the glory-hoarding author 

forced at last to confront the cost of six centuries of an arrangement 

examined in the opening chapters of this book. The truth recorded by 

the moderator was less dramatic and, in its way, more damning. The 

author was not cruel. The author was, like nearly every author 

described in this book’s history, simply never once asked to think 

about any of this before, because no part of the industry that built that 

author’s career had ever required it. Six readers had to organize an 

entire trial just to put the question in front of a single author for the 

first time in either of their careers. 

At the close of the session, the rules permitted the author one 

brief, unscripted statement, not a defense, not a verdict, simply an 

acknowledgment that the day’s testimony had been received. The 

author stood, and according to the moderator’s record, spoke for less 



55 

than a minute. I have spent my career being told, by everyone around 

me, that readers are the reason any of this matters. I believed that 

sentence the way you believe a sentence you have repeated so many 

times it stops meaning anything specific. Tonight six people made it 

specific again, one at a time, and I do not yet know what I am supposed 

to do with that, except to say that I heard every single word, and I am 

not going to be able to unhear them. 

Cross-Talk Among the Six 

Toward the end of the session, the moderator made an 

unscheduled decision that would later be cited as one of the more 

memorable moments of the entire trial: she invited each applicant to 

respond, briefly and informally, to whichever of the other five 

testimonies had struck them hardest. What followed was not cross-

examination in the adversarial sense the later defense rounds would 

bring. It was something closer to recognition, six strangers who had 

each privately assumed their particular grievance was unusual 

discovering, in real time, how much of it was shared. 

Margaret spoke first, addressing Walter directly. I have been quietly 

insulted by a newspaper editor. You have been denied a camera in a place where 

cameras document everything else. I want to apologize for ever thinking my 

complaint and yours belonged in the same conversation, and then I want to say that 

hearing you tonight, I understand they do belong in the same conversation, because 

the machine that overlooks both of us is exactly the same machine. 

Desmond responded to Sofia’s testimony, turning his cap over once more 

before he spoke. I drive past billboards. You stand on a little stool in front of 
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children every Tuesday. I never once thought about how a person reading the same 

book six hundred times might feel about being thanked with the exact same sentence 

every single time, like a vending machine gets thanked. I am sorry I never thought 

about that before tonight. I am going to think about it from now on, every single 

Tuesday I am out on the road. 

Eleanor turned toward Priya. You said nothing happens, people just read, 

and something in me went very still when you said it, because I have had almost 

that exact sentence said to me, in different words, my whole life: that listening is not 

really reading, that braille is not really reading, only print read with the eyes counts 

as the real thing. I think we have both spent years being told the same lie in two 

different costumes. 

Walter, speaking through Ms. Ashford, addressed Margaret last. You 

said you taught for thirty-four years and nobody once asked what you yourself were 

reading. I have not had a single year of freedom in eleven, and I would trade a great 

deal to have spent even one of those years being unasked about my own reading the 

ordinary way a free person is, rather than having no reading life anyone outside these 

walls even imagined I was capable of having at all. I am not saying my situation is 

worse than yours. I am saying I recognize, now, that we have both been made 

invisible by the exact same kind of inattention, just at very different volumes. 

Priya, closing the round, turned to address all five of the others at once 

rather than any single one. I came into this hearing thinking I had the most unusual 

complaint in the room, a book club nobody would write about. I am leaving it 

understanding that every single one of us had the same complaint, dressed differently. 

A billboard. A camera that never came. A thank-you addressed to no one. An 

edition that arrives late. A reading nobody thought to ask about. Six different 

costumes. One missing reader, standing underneath all of them. 
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The exchange continued for several more minutes, each 

applicant finding, in another’s testimony, some version of their own 

complaint translated into an unfamiliar dialect. The moderator’s notes 

record that by the time the cross-talk concluded, the six who had 

arrived that morning as strangers competing for a single recognition 

were, for at least that one evening, behaving like something closer to 

colleagues who had just discovered they worked the same unpaid job. 

One detail from this exchange did not make it into the 

moderator’s formal notes but was recorded instead by a volunteer 

note-taker seated near the back of the hall, and it seems worth 

preserving here. After Priya’s closing remark about the six costumes 

and the one missing reader, the room sat in silence for nearly thirty 

seconds, an unusually long pause for a hearing that had otherwise 

moved briskly. It was Sofia, finally, who broke it, observing quietly that 

thirty seconds of silence was longer than any of the six had ever been 

given, collectively, in any single piece of coverage written about reading 

in the years since their applications had described. No one laughed. 

Several jurors wrote the observation down word for word. 

What the Room Felt 

By the time Eleanor’s statement ended, the hall had gone very 

quiet, the particular quiet that follows six different people 

independently arriving at the same conclusion from six entirely 

different directions. The author, seated at the center of the jury’s table, 

had said nothing throughout, as the rules of the hearing required, but 
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the moderator’s notes record a long pause before the session was 

formally adjourned for the day, longer than the schedule had allotted. 

What had emerged, across six testimonies, was not a single 

complaint but a pattern, the same pattern, in fact, that the historical 

chapter earlier in this book had traced across six centuries of printing 

presses and bestseller lists: an industry that has built increasingly 

sophisticated machinery for measuring, studying, and monetizing 

reader attention, while building almost nothing at all to acknowledge 

it. Margaret felt it in the silence that met her ninth reading. Desmond 

felt it on a forty-foot billboard. Priya felt it in a newspaper editor’s 

dismissive sentence. Walter felt it in the absence of a single camera. 

Sofia felt it in a thank-you so generic it thanked no one. Eleanor felt it 

in an arithmetic of attention that no ledger had ever been built to 

record. 

The moderator’s closing notes for the day include an 

observation that did not fit neatly into any single applicant’s testimony 

but seemed, to her, to summarize all six at once. Every industry, she 

wrote, eventually builds a vocabulary for the people who matter most 

to it. Hollywood has its red carpets. The music industry has its 

platinum records. Professional sports has its halls of fame. Publishing, 

for six hundred years, has built an enormous and increasingly elaborate 

vocabulary for exactly one kind of person, the author, and has never 

once bothered to invent an equivalent word, ceremony, or record for 

the reader, despite readers being the entire reason any of the rest of 

that vocabulary has a market to sell to in the first place. Six people had 

just spent an evening proving, in six entirely different voices, that the 
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absence of that vocabulary was not a small oversight. It was the precise 

wound this trial existed to examine. 

One administrative detail closes out the official record of this 

chapter. Before the hall emptied for the night, the moderator asked the 

facility staff to preserve the folding chairs in their semicircle 

arrangement rather than stack them away as usual, on the theory that 

the formal defenses scheduled for the following morning would need 

exactly the same configuration, the same six readers seated exactly 

where they had sat tonight, close enough to hear one another’s 

arguments and close enough, perhaps, to remember what they had just 

admitted to one another before the contest between them formally 

began. 

It is worth pausing, before the formal defenses begin in the 

next chapter, to consider what this evening actually accomplished, 

beyond the simple act of letting six people speak. Going into the 

hearing, each applicant had understood their grievance as essentially 

private, a quiet ache carried alone for years and rarely, if ever, spoken 

aloud to anyone who might fully understand it. Margaret had her 

cardigan and her ninth reading. Desmond had his notebook of forty-

one names. Priya had her eleven-page application written over several 

weeks specifically because she did not trust herself to say this part out 

loud without preparation. By the end of the evening, that privacy had 

been replaced by something closer to a shared diagnosis, six individual 

symptoms finally recognized as belonging to the same underlying 

condition. Whatever the jury eventually decides about which single 

reader deserves the recognition this trial was designed to award, the six 

of them had already, by the time the chairs were finally folded away the 
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following morning, won something quieter and arguably more durable: 

proof, witnessed and recorded, that their particular form of devotion 

was neither unusual nor imagined, and that five other strangers, given 

the chance, would have described almost exactly the same ache in 

almost exactly the same words. 

The formal defenses begin on the following page. Read them 

with the testimony of this chapter still in mind. What sounded, in 

Chapter Two, like six separate and somewhat formal applications will, 

after tonight’s hearing, sound like something else entirely: six people 

who have already shown this room exactly how much it has cost them 

to go unseen for as long as they have, and who now intend to argue, 

one final time and with everything they have left, why that should 

finally change. 

None of the six, notably, asked to take anything away from any 

author. Not one of them suggested an author’s royalty should shrink, 

or an author’s photograph should be removed from a dust jacket, or 

an author’s name should be printed smaller. What each of them asked 

for, in their own words and their own register of feeling, was simply 

room: room on the page, room in the conversation, room in an 

industry that has spent six hundred years perfecting the art of crediting 

one person and has never once seriously attempted to credit the other. 

The defenses that follow in the next chapter will make that case 

formally, one applicant at a time. This chapter exists only to make sure 

the room, and the author at its center, understood exactly what was at 

stake before the formal arguments began. 

Before the session was adjourned, the moderator asked all six 

applicants one final, unscheduled question, whether, having said all of 
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this out loud for the first time in a public setting, any of them felt 

differently than they had walking in. Five of the six gave some version 

of the same answer: lighter, several said, though none could quite 

explain why a complaint finally spoken aloud should feel lighter than a 

complaint carried silently for years. Walter’s answer, relayed once more 

through Ms. Ashford, was the only one that diverged from the others, 

and the moderator chose to end the chapter’s official record with it. 

He said he did not feel lighter. He said he felt, for the first time in 

eleven years, heard by someone who was not required to listen to him. 

The hearing was adjourned for the day. The formal defenses would 

begin the following morning. 

The moderator’s official log for the day closes with a brief 

administrative note, included here only because it captures something 

true about how unprepared the entire apparatus around this trial was 

for what it actually heard. The hearing had been scheduled to run for 

ninety minutes. It ran just over three hours. No one in the room, 

including the moderator herself, made any attempt to hurry it along 

once the testimony began, and the facility staff who had booked the 

hall for the evening quietly rescheduled a second, unrelated event 

rather than interrupt what was happening inside. Sometimes, the log 

notes, an institution discovers what it is for only after it has already, 

almost by accident, let that purpose unfold before it. 
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Chapter 4: Each Reader’s Defense 

The Formal Defenses Begin 

The chairs were exactly where they had been left the night 

before, the same loose semicircle, the same author seated at the jury’s 

table, the same six readers in the front row. But the mood in the hall 

had shifted noticeably overnight. The previous evening had been 

confession: six private grievances spoken aloud for the first time, met 

with nothing more adversarial than a juror’s gentle follow-up question. 

Today was argument. Each applicant had been given exactly twelve 

minutes to make a single, focused case for why they, specifically, out 

of the six people sitting in that row, deserved to be named the 

worthiest reader and have their name appear in the author’s next book. 

At the end of each defense, the other five would be permitted one brief 

challenge. 

The moderator explained the stakes plainly before the first 

applicant rose to speak. This was not a contest of who had suffered 

most, nor a contest of who read the most books in a year. It was a 

contest, she said, of who could make the strongest case that their 

particular relationship to reading represented something the author’s 

career could not have existed without, something a publishing industry 

built entirely around crediting one name could finally be persuaded to 

credit a second time, in print, for the first time in its six-hundred-year 

history. Margaret Holloway was called first. 
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Margaret Holloway’s Defense 

I am not going to stand here and tell you I read more books than anyone 

else in this row, because I almost certainly have not. Desmond has surely listened to 

more titles than I have read in print. What I want to argue instead is that worth, 

in reading, is not only a matter of breadth. It is also, and perhaps more importantly, 

a matter of depth, and no one in this room has demonstrated depth the way nine 

readings of a single nine-hundred-page novel demonstrate depth. An author writes 

a sentence once. I have read certain sentences in Middlemarch nine separate times, 

in nine separate decades of my own life, and each time the sentence has meant 

something different, because I was a different person reading it. I am not claiming 

to have written anything. I am claiming that what I have done to that book, 

returning to it again and again across forty years, is itself a form of authorship that 

operates entirely inside the reader’s mind, invisible, uncredited, and, until this trial, 

entirely unmeasured. 

If you are looking for the single reader whose devotion best proves that a 

book is never finished the day it is printed, I would ask you to consider that no one 

else in this room can offer you four decades of return visits to a single text. That is 

my defense. Depth, sustained across an entire reading life, is its own form of 

worthiness, and I believe it is the rarest form represented in this room today. 

I want to add one more thing before I yield the floor, because I think it 

strengthens rather than weakens my case. Depth is not simply time spent. Anyone 

can leave a book open on a nightstand for forty years without truly reading it again. 

What I am describing is active, effortful return, nine complete readings, each one 

requiring the same hours of sustained attention as the first, freely chosen again and 

again by a woman who could easily have spent those hours on something new instead. 

I chose familiarity over novelty, nine separate times, because I believed the novel had 
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more to teach me than I had yet learned. I would ask this room to consider how 

rare that kind of deliberate, repeated choosing actually is in a culture that prizes 

novelty above almost everything else. 

Desmond rose for the single challenge permitted to him, his 

cap, as usual, in his hands. 

I respect everything you just said, Margaret, truly. But you read 

Middlemarch nine times, alone, in your own home. I have put books into the hands 

of over four thousand people who would otherwise never have touched them at all. If 

depth matters, so does reach, and I would ask this room to consider whether one 

woman returning to one book nine times outweighs four thousand strangers reading 

a book even once because somebody bothered to hand it to them. 

Margaret’s response was brief. Reach without depth risks becoming noise, 

Desmond. I would rather be responsible for one reader who understood a book 

completely than four thousand who skimmed it once and forgot it by the following 

month. I do not say that to diminish your four thousand. I say it because depth and 

reach are different virtues, and this room will have to decide which one it values 

more. 

Eleanor offered a second challenge, brief and pointed, before 

the moderator moved the session forward. 

Margaret, I wonder whether nine readings of one book might actually be 

a narrower form of devotion than it first appears, compared to a reader who has 

given equally careful attention to thousands of different books across an equally long 

life. Is loyalty to one text a virtue, or could it also be read as a kind of reluctance 

to test that same depth of attention against anything unfamiliar? 

Margaret considered this longer than she had considered Desmond’s 

challenge. That is the fairest question anyone has asked me all morning, Eleanor, 

and I do not have a tidy answer. I would only say that I have read other books in 
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those same forty years, many of them, and I chose to return to this one nine times 

because it kept giving me something new. If that is reluctance, it is a reluctance the 

book itself kept rewarding, and I am not sure I would call that narrow so much as 

faithful. 

Desmond Achebe-Whitfield’s Defense 

Margaret makes a fair point about depth, and I am not going to pretend 

my way of reading looks anything like hers. I listen fast, I listen often, and I talk 

about what I have heard to anyone within range of a CB radio. What I want to 

argue is that an author does not become a bestseller through depth alone. An author 

becomes a bestseller through reach, through thousands of ordinary transactions of 

trust, one reader convincing one more reader, over and over, until a book that started 

in a single print run ends up in a million households. I have personally been the 

first link in that chain for over four thousand people across nineteen years of driving. 

No single reader in this room can match that number, and I do not say that to 

boast. I say it because the entire commercial machine described in the first chapter 

of this book runs on exactly the kind of word of mouth I have spent two decades 

providing for free. 

If this trial is about which reader’s devotion the publishing industry could 

least afford to lose, I would ask you to imagine an industry without word of mouth 

entirely, without drivers like me, without people willing to talk a stranger into 

picking up a book at a truck stop at four in the morning. That industry collapses 

far faster than one without a single dedicated rereader, however devoted. I am asking 

this room to recognize reach as worthiness, because reach is what actually built the 

very glory this book has spent its first chapter describing. 
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I will add one more point, because I think it matters for how this room 

weighs my case against the others. Every mile I have driven with a book playing 

was a mile I could have spent on music instead, or silence, or talk radio, the easier 

choice most drivers make. I chose books, every single day, for nineteen years, on my 

own time, at my own expense, with nobody checking whether I had actually finished 

what I claimed to recommend. That kind of accountability, a man’s word on a CB 

radio at four in the morning, is the only currency I have ever had to offer, and I have 

spent it carefully, because once a driver catches you recommending something you 

have not actually finished yourself, he stops trusting your recommendations entirely. 

Eleanor rose to offer the challenge, her statement once again 

relayed by Frank Delgado on her behalf. 

Desmond, I want to ask you honestly: of the four thousand books you have 

moved through your shelf, how many do you know, for certain, were actually finished, 

rather than simply taken and forgotten in a glove box? I have read every single one 

of my twenty-seven hundred books completely, word by word, with no possibility of 

skimming. I would suggest that a smaller number of books read completely is worth 

more than a larger number of books merely distributed. 

Desmond considered this for a moment before answering. That is a fair 

hit, Eleanor, and I will be honest, I do not know how many were finished. I only 

know how many were taken. But I would say a book taken is a chance given, and 

a chance given, multiplied four thousand times, has to count for something too, even 

if I cannot prove every single one was read to the last page. 

Walter, joining by speakerphone, asked the second challenge 

of the round. 

Desmond, I am curious whether the relationships behind your 

recommendations matter as much as the recommendations themselves. The men in 

my circle trust each other because we see each other every single day, year after year. 
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Do strangers on a CB radio extend you that same kind of trust, or is something 

lost when a recommendation passes between people who may never meet face to face? 

Something is lost, Walter, I will not pretend otherwise. I do not get to 

watch a man’s face when he finishes a book the way you do in your circle. But I 

would say trucking has its own kind of intimacy, voices in the dark at four in the 

morning, nobody performing for anybody, just two tired people telling each other the 

truth about what got them through the night. It is a different trust than yours. I 

would not call it a lesser one. 

Priya Nandakumar’s Defense 

I have listened to Margaret argue for depth and Desmond argue for reach, 

and I want to suggest a third measure entirely: transformation. My book club has 

not simply read books. It has changed who its members are. Mrs. Oyelaran did not 

just finish a novel in our back room. She became, through that novel and forty others 

like it, a confident speaker of a language she once would not use in public at all. A 

sixteen-year-old boy did not just read a story. He found a way to argue with his 

own mother, across a generational and linguistic gap, about whether a fictional 

ending was fair, a conversation that taught them both something about each other 

that no other occasion in their lives had managed to produce. 

I would ask this room to consider that reading’s highest value is not 

measured in books finished or books distributed, but in what a reader becomes 

through the act of reading closely, repeatedly, in the company of others who are 

struggling toward understanding alongside them. Fifteen years of my Tuesday 

evenings have transformed perhaps sixty people in ways that no single book, read 

alone, could have achieved. That, I would argue, is worthiness too, and I believe it 



68 

is the form most directly tied to what books are actually supposed to do in a human 

life. 

I want to add a final point, because I think it answers a question this 

room may be asking silently. Why measure transformation at the group level rather 

than among individual readers like myself? Because, I would argue, the group is the 

proof. A single transformed reader could be a coincidence, a fortunate alignment of 

the right book at the right private moment. Sixty transformed readers, across fifteen 

years, in the same back room, under the same patient structure, is not a coincidence. 

It is a method, repeatable and demonstrated, and I would argue that a demonstrated 

method of producing devoted readers deserves more weight than any single reader’s 

personal, unrepeatable story, however moving that story may be. 

Sofia offered the challenge, speaking gently, as she had 

throughout the trial. 

Priya, I do not doubt a word of what you have described, and I find it 

genuinely moving. But I would ask whether transformation in adults is harder won, 

or simply later won, than the transformation I produce in four-year-olds who walk 

into my story hour barely able to sit still and walk out, months later, asking their 

parents to read to them every single night. Is an adult’s transformation worth more 

than the transformation of a child who becomes a reader for life because of a single 

Tuesday morning? 

Priya answered carefully. I would not rank a child’s transformation below 

an adult’s, Sofia, and I do not think this trial should ask us to. I would only say 

that my members chose, as adults, to do the harder work of confronting a new 

language and a new culture through fiction, when nothing in their lives required 

them to. That choice, freely made against real difficulty, is its own kind of evidence, 

even if it cannot be compared directly to the wonder you give a child who has no 

choice in the matter at all. 
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Margaret offered a second challenge before the moderator 

moved to the next defense. 

Priya, I want to ask about scale. Sixty readers across fifteen years is a 

remarkable achievement, but it is also a relatively small number compared to 

Desmond’s four thousand. Does the depth of transformation you describe outweigh 

the sheer number of lives Desmond claims to have touched, even if his touch was 

lighter than yours? 

I would say it does, Margaret, though I understand why the comparison is 

tempting to make. A light touch repeated four thousand times is still, by definition, 

light. I would rather be responsible for sixty people who can now navigate an entire 

new language and culture through literature than four thousand people who once 

held a paperback in a glove box. Both have value. I am simply arguing that mine 

goes deeper into fewer lives, and depth of transformation, not breadth of contact, is 

the measure I would ask this room to weigh most heavily. 

Walter Jessup’s Defense 

Walter’s defense was once again delivered by Ms. Ashford on 

his behalf, read from a handwritten letter that had taken him, by his 

own account, four days to compose to his satisfaction. 

I have listened to the first three defenses by speakerphone, and I respect 

every word of them. But I want to argue something none of the others can argue, 

because none of the others have lived where I live. Reading in here is not enrichment. 

It is not a hobby fitted in around a comfortable life. For the forty men in my circle, 

reading is frequently the only thing standing between a Tuesday and total despair. 

I have watched men who came in unable to finish a single page leave this facility, 

years later, having read more serious literature than most college graduates I have 
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heard about on the outside. I am not arguing that my reading matters more because 

my circumstances are worse. I am arguing that worthiness should account for what 

reading actually costs a person to maintain, and nothing costs more to maintain 

than a reading habit built inside a place specifically designed to strip a person of 

exactly this kind of dignity. 

If this trial wants to know which reader’s devotion required the most to 

sustain, against the steepest odds, with the fewest resources and the least 

encouragement from anyone outside a single cell block, I would ask this room to 

consider that the answer is sitting on this speakerphone right now. That is the whole 

of my defense. I built something out of almost nothing, and I kept building it for 

eleven years, with no audience, no publicity, and no expectation that anyone outside 

these walls would ever hear my name at all, until this trial gave me the chance to 

say it out loud. 

I want to add one more thing, because Ms. Ashford tells me I still have 

time. Everybody else in this room chose to read freely, from a life that still had other 

options. I am not saying that to take anything away from what they built. I am 

saying that in here, a man can choose almost nothing about his own day, and 

choosing to read, twice a week, for eleven years straight, when nobody is forcing it 

and nobody is grading it and nobody on the outside will ever know, might be the 

closest thing to pure devotion this trial is going to find. There is no reward here for 

finishing a book. There is only the book itself, and whatever a man decides it is 

worth to him. 

Margaret rose to the challenge, her voice noticeably gentler 

than it had been with Desmond. 

Walter, I do not wish to challenge the difficulty of what you have built, 

because I believe every word of it. I would only ask whether difficulty alone is the 

deciding measure, since by that standard, the reader who has overcome the most 
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hardship would always win, regardless of what they actually built with their reading. 

Should the deciding question be how hard a circumstance was, or what was created 

despite it? 

Walter’s answer came back without hesitation. Both, Margaret. I am not 

asking to win because my life is hard. Plenty of men in here read nothing at all, 

and their lives are exactly as hard as mine. I am asking to win because, despite the 

hardship, I built something that has outlasted me already, a circle that has run four 

years past my own original involvement in starting it some weeks. The hardship 

explains why it was difficult. It is not, on its own, the reason it deserves recognition. 

Desmond offered a second challenge, his tone careful. 

Walter, I want to ask something I mean with real respect. You said your 

circle has outlasted your own involvement in starting it. Does that mean the thing 

you built no longer depends on you specifically? And if it does not, does that 

strengthen your case or complicate it, since this trial is asking about individual 

worthiness, not the worthiness of an institution you happened to start? 

That is the sharpest question anyone has asked me all morning, Desmond, 

and I have wondered about it myself. I would say it strengthens my case rather than 

complicates it. Anyone can keep a thing alive through sheer personal will for a year 

or two. What I built no longer needs me specifically because I built it correctly, with 

structure, with rotation, with men trained to lead it after I am paroled or transferred. 

I would rather be remembered for building something durable than for being 

personally irreplaceable. A reader who only matters while he is in the room has 

built something smaller than a reader who built a room that keeps mattering after 

he leaves it. 
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Sofia Marchetti’s Defense 

I have the simplest defense of the six, and I want to say that plainly before 

I begin, because I think simplicity is itself part of my argument. Every single reader 

in this room, however they came to love books, came to love them somewhere, at 

some first moment, usually as a child, usually because some adult took the trouble 

to make a story come alive for them before they could read it themselves. I would 

ask this room to consider a question none of the other defenses have directly 

addressed: where did your own love of reading actually begin? 

I do not know any of your personal histories well enough to answer that 

question for you. But I would wager, across thousands of children’s histories I have 

personally witnessed over twenty-two years, that the answer almost always traces 

back to someone like me, a parent, a teacher, a librarian, who made the wild things 

growl before any of you could read a single word on your own. I am not arguing that 

my work matters more than yours. I am arguing that my work makes all of your 

work possible in the first place, and an industry built entirely around printing 

authors’ names has never once paused to ask where its readers actually come from. 

I would like this trial to be the first to ask that question seriously, and I believe the 

answer points, however quietly, back toward people like me. 

I will add one final thought, because I think it is the heart of my whole 

case. None of the other five defenses you have heard this morning, Margaret’s depth, 

Desmond’s reach, Priya’s transformation, Walter’s endurance, Eleanor’s attention, 

could exist at all if a reading life had never been started in the first place. I am not 

asking this room to rank origin above what came after. I am only asking it to notice 

that origin is the one form of devotion every single other defense in this room silently 

depends upon, and the one form that has never once been named, celebrated, or 

counted in six hundred years of publishing history. 



73 

Walter, again through Ms. Ashford, offered the final challenge 

of the morning. 

Sofia, I want to say first that what you do probably saved more future 

readers than anything the rest of us have done combined. But I would ask whether 

origin should outweigh persistence. You plant the seed. The rest of us kept books 

alive in lives that could easily have abandoned them entirely. Is the planting worth 

more than the keeping? 

Sofia’s answer was quiet but firm. I do not think either is worth more, 

Walter. I think a seed that is never tended dies just as surely as a field that was 

never planted at all. I am not asking this room to rank planting above keeping. I 

am only asking it to notice that planting has never once been counted as keeping’s 

equal, in any ceremony, any prize, any acknowledgments page this book’s first 

chapter described, and I believe that omission deserves correcting too. 

Priya offered a brief second challenge, noting a personal 

connection to the question. 

Sofia, my own group includes adults who never had anyone like you in 

their childhood at all, who are encountering the wonder you describe for the first time 

as grown adults, in my back room, fifty years later than they should have. Does 

that change how you would weigh origin against transformation, when origin 

sometimes simply never happens for a person at all? 

That may be the most important thing anyone has said to me all morning, 

Priya. If origin never happens for someone, then what you are doing in that back 

room is not just transformation. It is origin, arriving fifty years late, and I think 

that might be the most important kind of reading work in this entire room, more 

important, honestly, than my own. I did not expect to say that today, but I believe 

it. 
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Eleanor Voss’s Defense 

I will close this morning’s defenses, and I want to argue for a single, narrow 

idea: that attention itself, stripped of speed, stripped of convenience, stripped of every 

shortcut a sighted, unhurried reader is permitted to take, is the purest form of the 

very devotion this entire trial claims to be honoring. I cannot skim. I cannot glance 

ahead. I cannot let my eyes wander down a page and absorb half of it without 

meaning to, the way every other reader in this room, including every juror seated in 

front of me, almost certainly does without ever noticing they are doing it. Every single 

word I have ever read, across nearly three thousand books, arrived in exactly the 

order the author chose, received with total and unavoidable fidelity. 

I am not asking this room to feel sorry for me. I am asking this room to 

consider that if an author’s deepest wish is to be read exactly as written, word by 

word, with nothing skipped and nothing assumed, then the reader who has given 

that gift most completely, across the largest number of books, for the longest sustained 

period, has a claim to worthiness that does not depend on reach, or transformation, 

or hardship, or origin. It depends only on the single, simple fact of having paid a 

book the full attention it was written to receive, every time, without exception, for 

thirty years. 

I will close with one observation that I think applies to every defense given 

this morning, not only my own. Every one of us has described a different virtue, and 

every one of those virtues is real. But I would point out that mine is the only one 

that asks nothing of the world around it to exist. Margaret needed a quiet home to 

return to a book nine times. Desmond needed a truck and a CB radio and an 

audience of drivers willing to listen. Priya needed a room and members willing to 

gather in it. Walter needed forty men willing to show up twice a week. Sofia needed 

a library and a weekly hour set aside for her. I needed only a book and the 
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willingness to give it everything I have, which means my form of devotion is, in a 

sense, the most portable, the most repeatable, and perhaps the most quietly available 

to absolutely anyone willing to slow down enough to offer it. 

Priya offered the final challenge of the session. 

Eleanor, your argument is the one that has moved me most this morning, 

and I want to ask only this: is attention given in solitude worth the same as attention 

given in community, the way my members and I read together, stumbling over the 

same words, helping each other past the parts that resist understanding? Or does 

reading alone, however carefully, miss something reading together provides? 

I have thought about that question for thirty years, Priya, more than you 

might imagine. I would say solitude has never felt like a lack to me, because the 

author is, in a sense, never absent from a careful reading. Every sentence is a kind 

of company, if you give it your full attention. I do not say that to dismiss what your 

group has built. I say it because I do not think attention requires a room full of 

other people to be complete. Sometimes it only requires one reader, and one book, 

and the discipline not to look away. 

Sofia offered a brief second challenge before the morning’s 

defenses concluded. 

Eleanor, I wonder whether your idea of attention as the purest devotion 

might actually describe what all six of us are doing, just at different speeds and in 

different forms. Is it possible that depth, reach, transformation, endurance, and 

origin are simply attention wearing five other costumes, the way Priya described our 

remorse last night? 

I think that may be exactly right, Sofia, and I am glad you said it before 

I had to. Perhaps the real argument this morning was never about which virtue 

matters most. Perhaps it was always the same argument, attention paid in six 
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different currencies, and this room’s task is simply to decide which currency it values 

most highly today. 

A Brief Recess 

The moderator called a fifteen-minute recess after Eleanor and 

Sofia’s closing exchange, partly out of practical necessity, since the 

hall’s only working coffee urn needed refilling, and partly, she later 

admitted, because she suspected the room needed a moment to absorb 

what had just happened before moving forward to any kind of 

summary. The six applicants did not retreat to separate corners the way 

competitors in a more conventional contest might have. Margaret and 

Eleanor were observed standing together near the coffee urn for the 

better part of the break, deep in a conversation neither was willing to 

repeat afterward for the official record, though both later described it, 

separately, as the most useful fifteen minutes of the entire trial. 

A juror seated near the back row used the recess to approach 

Walter’s speakerphone directly, leaning down to ask, off the record, 

whether he had prepared his closing remarks alone or with help from 

anyone else inside the facility. Walter’s answer, overheard by enough 

people nearby that it eventually made its way into the moderator’s 

informal notes anyway, was simple: he had written four drafts over 

four nights, reading each one aloud to his own reading circle before 

settling on the version delivered that morning, because, in his words, a 

defense of readers ought to be tested on readers before it was tested 

on anyone else. 
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The Morning Concludes 

By the time Eleanor’s exchange with Priya concluded, the 

twelve-minute limit assigned to each defense had been exceeded in 

every single case, and the moderator, by unspoken agreement with the 

jury, had stopped enforcing it somewhere around Walter’s testimony. 

Six distinct theories of reading’s worth had now been placed formally 

on the record: depth, reach, transformation, endurance against 

hardship, origin, and undivided attention. No two of the six had argued 

for quite the same thing, and several of the challenges exchanged 

between applicants had complicated rather than resolved each theory, 

which the moderator noted, in her closing log for the session, was 

probably the most honest outcome a hearing like this one could have 

produced. 

The author, once again bound to silence throughout the 

morning’s proceedings, was observed taking considerably more notes 

during this session than during the previous evening’s testimony, 

filling, by the moderator’s count, nearly four full pages by the time the 

final challenge concluded. What those notes contained would not 

become public until the following chapter, when the rules of the trial 

finally permitted the author to respond, for the first time, to everything 

that had now been said. The morning’s formal defenses were complete. 

The author’s response was scheduled for the following session. 

One last detail belongs in the official record of this chapter, 

noted by the moderator specifically because none of the six applicants 

seemed to register it themselves in the moment. With twelve separate 

challenges and responses, not one of the six readers had attempted to 
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argue that any of the other five did not deserve recognition at all. Every 

challenge had sharpened a distinction, depth against reach, 

transformation against endurance, origin against attention, without 

once denying that the virtue being challenged was real and worth 

honoring in its own right. Six people who had every incentive, in a 

contest with only one winner, to tear each other’s arguments down 

entirely had instead spent an entire morning refining one another’s 

cases instead, a detail the moderator chose to highlight in bold in her 

closing summary, observing that it might be the single most persuasive 

piece of evidence the jury would hear all week, however it was not 

technically part of anyone’s defense at all. 

As the hall emptied for the second time in two days, the 

moderator posted a brief notice on the door for the benefit of the small 

number of press and observers who had begun trickling in as word of 

the trial spread beyond its original small literary newsletter. The notice 

read simply: formal defenses concluded; author’s response to follow. 

It was, by any ordinary standard, an unremarkable line of 

administrative text. But for six readers who had spent decades 

assuming no institution anywhere would ever post a notice about their 

reading at all, even that plain, procedural sentence, tacked to a rented 

hall’s front door, represented something none of them had quite had 

words for yet. The next chapter would finally give the author the floor. 

What the author chose to say with it would determine, more than any 

single defense heard that morning, how the rest of this trial unfolded. 

A final tally, compiled by the moderator purely for the 

administrative record and not disclosed to the jury until deliberations, 

noted that the six defenses combined had run just under two and a half 
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hours, more than ten times the length originally allotted, and had 

produced twelve formal challenges, six extended rebuttals, and, by the 

moderator’s informal count, at least four moments in which a juror 

was seen wiping their eyes. Whatever verdict the jury eventually 

reached, the record of this chapter would stand on its own: six readers, 

each certain going in that their case was the strongest, walking out 

having made the strongest possible case for all six at once. 

It seems fitting to close this chapter with a short reflection on 

what, exactly, a defense like this one is actually for, since none of the 

six applicants had ever been asked to construct one before this trial 

required it of them. A defense assumes an accusation, and it would be 

easy to think the accusation here was leveled at the six readers 

themselves, as though the burden fell on them to prove their devotion 

was real. But the more honest reading, and the one the moderator 

herself offered in her final remarks before adjourning the session, is 

that the accusation actually runs in the opposite direction. It is 

publishing, and the six-hundred-year machine this book’s opening 

chapters have traced from Gutenberg’s press to the modern bestseller 

list, that stands accused here, of building an elaborate and endlessly 

refined vocabulary for crediting exactly one kind of person while never 

once developing so much as a rough draft of a vocabulary for crediting 

the other. Six ordinary readers had just spent a morning writing that 

missing vocabulary from scratch, one virtue at a time, because no one 

before them had ever bothered to. 

The gavel, or its rough equivalent, a folding table struck twice 

with the flat of the moderator’s hand, brought the session formally to 

a close. Six defenses stood on the record. Twelve challenges stood 



80 

alongside them. The only voice this trial had not yet heard from, after 

two full days of testimony and argument, belonged to the one person 

every single word of it had ultimately been addressed to. The next 

chapter finally gives that voice the floor. 

As the six applicants filed out of the hall for the second 

consecutive evening, none of them, according to the moderator’s 

closing notes, spoke about winning. Margaret asked Walter, through 

Ms. Ashford, whether his reading circle had a title suggestion for its 

next selection. Desmond promised Eleanor he would look into 

whether audio versions of her favorite braille titles existed for his own 

drive home that week. Sofia and Priya exchanged phone numbers, 

already discussing whether a story hour might one day be added to 

Priya’s Tuesday evenings for the youngest siblings who tagged along 

but were still too small to follow the group’s discussion. Whatever the 

jury ultimately decided, six readers who had arrived as strangers 

competing for a single prize left, on this second evening, already 

behaving like six colleagues who had found, in each other, something 

this trial had not originally promised any of them: recognition from the 

five people in the world most capable of understanding exactly what it 

had cost each of them to go without it for so long. 
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Chapter 5: The Author’s Response to Each 

Reader’s Defense 

The Author Takes the Floor 

For two full days, the rules of this trial had required the author 

to sit at the center of that rented hall and say nothing at all, absorbing 

testimony, cross-examination, and formal argument in total silence. On 

the third morning, the moderator finally invited the author to speak, 

and the room, according to every account collected afterward, went 

quieter than it had been for either of the two previous sessions 

combined. The author had prepared notes, several pages of them, but 

set them aside almost immediately, explaining that they had been 

written before hearing the actual defenses, and no longer felt honest 

to read aloud unchanged. 

What follows is a full record of the author’s response, 

addressed to each of the six readers in turn. The author asked, before 

beginning, that one thing be made clear to the room and to whoever 

might read this account later: this response is not a ranking. The jury, 

composed of readers and no one else, would render the actual verdict 

in the chapter that follows. The author’s task today was narrower and, 

in its own way, harder: to tell each of the six, honestly and specifically, 

what their case had done to the way the author now understood the 

very idea of a reader, including where each case felt strongest, and 

where, in the author’s honest view, it left something unresolved. 
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The moderator asked the author one procedural question 

before the response began, for the sake of the record: would the six be 

addressed in the order they had presented their defenses, or in some 

other order the author preferred? The author’s answer, brief but telling, 

was entered into the log exactly as spoken. It does not matter what 

order I use, because I do not believe any order will feel neutral to the 

six people about to hear it, and I would rather be honest about that 

than pretend otherwise. I am going to use the order they were called 

in, simply because it is the only order this room has already agreed on, 

and I did not want my own choice of sequence to be mistaken for a 

judgment before I had said a single word. 

The moderator’s notes also record a brief exchange that took 

place just before the author began, one that never made it into any 

formal transcript but was overheard by enough people in the front 

rows that it seemed worth preserving here. Margaret leaned toward 

Eleanor and asked, quietly, whether she was nervous. Eleanor’s 

answer, according to the two jurors who reported overhearing it, was 

simple: I have waited thirty years for someone to tell me whether 

careful reading counts for anything. I am not nervous. I am finally 

curious. Margaret said nothing further, but reached over and took 

Eleanor’s hand for the several seconds it took the moderator to call 

the session to order. 

To Margaret Holloway 

Margaret, I want to start with you, not because you are first alphabetically 

or first in any ranking, but because your testimony is the one that has followed me 
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home every night since I heard it. I have had readers write to me before about 

rereading a book, but I have never had anyone describe, in the detail you did, what 

nine separate readings across four decades actually feels like from the inside, how 

the same paragraph can mean something different to a woman of twenty-two, a 

woman of forty, and a woman of seventy-one. You are right that I wrote 

Middlemarch, in whatever sense any author writes anything, exactly once. You have 

written it nine more times, in your own mind, and I do not think I can ever again 

think of a finished manuscript as a finished thing. 

If I am honest about where your case leaves me uncertain, it is here: depth, 

as you’ve described it, is extraordinarily difficult for anyone outside your own mind 

to verify or measure. I believe you completely. But I do not know how this trial, or 

any trial, could ever confirm a ninth reading the way Desmond’s notebook confirms 

forty-one names, or the way Priya’s book club has forty other members who could 

describe what happened in that room. Your evidence is, by its very nature, 

uncorroborated, which is not the same as untrue, but it is a real difference, and I 

think the jury will have to sit with it. 

I want to end with you on something other than doubt, though, because I 

do not want that to be the note I leave you on. You said something in your testimony 

that I have not been able to shake: that a book is never finished the day it is printed. 

I have believed some version of that idea abstractly for my entire career, the way a 

person believes a fact they read once and never tested. You tested it, nine times, 

across forty years, and came back with an answer no theory could have given me. 

Whatever the jury decides, I want you to know that sentence is going to change how 

I write my next book, whether or not your name ever appears in it. 

A juror seated nearest the front row was observed, according 

to the moderator’s log, writing a single word in the margin of her own 

notes as the author finished addressing Margaret: proof. When asked 
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afterward what she had meant by it, she explained that she had not 

been able to think of another word for what nine readings across four 

decades actually was, once someone finally took the time to describe it 

out loud in a room built to listen. 

To Desmond Achebe-Whitfield 

Desmond, your testimony did something I did not expect: it made me 

genuinely uncomfortable, in a useful way, about how little I have ever thought about 

who is actually driving my sales. I have thanked booksellers in acknowledgments 

pages before. I have never once thanked a reader for talking a stranger into buying 

my book at a truck stop at four in the morning, mostly because it never once occurred 

to me that such a thing was happening, at scale, entirely outside my view. Your 

notebook, forty-one names deep, is the closest thing to hard data any of the six of 

you brought into this hearing, and I do not say that dismissively. I say it because it 

moved me. 

Where I find myself less certain is a question Eleanor raised in her own 

challenge to you, and I want to be honest that it stuck with me too: how many of 

those forty-one books were actually finished? You answered her honestly, and I 

respect that you did not pretend to know. But reach without confirmed completion 

is a slightly different claim than the other five are making, all of whom can point to 

a reader who finished something, whether that reader is themselves or someone they 

taught or someone they read aloud to. I do not think this weakens your case as 

much as it complicates it, and I want the jury to weigh that complication honestly 

rather than either dismissing it or ignoring it. 

I want to add one thing in your favor before I move on, because I do not 

want the complication to be the last word on your case either. You said something 
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in your defense that I keep returning to: that a chance given, multiplied four 

thousand times, has to count for something, even without proof of completion. I think 

you are right, and I think the reason it counts is that publishing itself operates on 

exactly that same logic every single day. A publisher prints ten thousand copies 

without any guarantee a single one will be finished. If that uncertainty does not 

disqualify a publisher’s claim to have distributed literature, I am not sure it should 

disqualify yours either. 

Desmond, according to the moderator’s notes, laughed quietly 

at this comparison, the only audible response from any of the six 

readers during the entire address. When asked afterward what had 

struck him as funny, he explained that in nineteen years of driving, no 

one had ever compared him favorably to a publishing house before, 

and he was not sure his own employer would recognize the description 

either. 

To Priya Nandakumar 

Priya, I confess that your case is the one that made me think hardest about 

what I actually want a book of mine to do in the world. I do not think I have ever, 

in any of my acknowledgments pages, imagined a reader like Mrs. Oyelaran, 

encountering my sentences for the first time in a language she is still building 

confidence in, surrounded by neighbors doing the same difficult work alongside her. 

If I am honest, that image humbles me more than any five-star review ever has, 

because it suggests my words did something I never designed them to do, in a room 

I will never see, for reasons that have almost nothing to do with my own craft and 

everything to do with your patience. 
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Here is my honest hesitation, and I raise it with real respect: your case 

rests heavily on your role as a facilitator, a teacher, an organizer of other people’s 

reading, and I find myself wondering whether that role, however valuable, is a 

different thing from the individual, private devotion this trial originally set out to 

honor. You are transforming readers. I am less certain, from your testimony alone, 

what your own personal reading life looks like when you are not leading a room. I 

do not say that to diminish fifteen years of Tuesdays. I say it because I think the 

jury deserves to hear you address that distinction directly, if you can. 

I will say, in fairness to you, that the more I sat with my own hesitation, 

the less confident I became in it. I write alone, in a room, and no one questions 

whether that solitary labor counts as authorship simply because a book eventually 

reaches thousands of readers I will never facilitate anything for directly. Perhaps I 

was applying a standard to your reading life that I would never accept applied to 

my own writing life. I raise the concern honestly, because I said I would be honest 

with all six of you, but I want the jury to know I am no longer certain the concern 

should carry much weight at all. 

Priya’s own reaction to this portion of the address was 

recorded by a juror seated close enough to overhear it, though it was 

not part of the formal transcript. She was seen mouthing the words 

thank you, silently, toward the author, before the address had even 

moved on to Walter, a gesture the juror described afterward as the 

most understated and most genuine moment of gratitude she 

witnessed across the entire three days. 
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To Walter Jessup 

Walter, I want to say something to you directly that I did not manage to 

say adequately in the room, since I was not permitted to speak at the time. What 

you have built within a place specifically designed to strip away a person’s sense of 

purpose is, without exaggeration, the most morally serious testimony I have ever 

heard in connection with my own work, in any context, award ceremony, or interview 

I have ever taken part in. I have spent my career being told my books matter. I have 

never once had that claim tested against a circumstance like yours, and I do not 

think I fully understood, before this week, what devotion to reading can look like 

when almost everything else has been taken away. 

I want to raise the same question Margaret raised in her own challenge to 

you, because I think it deserves an honest answer rather than a comfortable one. 

Should hardship itself be part of what this trial rewards? I do not want to build a 

precedent, even informally, where suffering becomes a qualification, because that 

risks implying that readers in easier circumstances have somehow earned less, which 

I do not believe and do not think this room believes either. Your answer to Margaret, 

that the hardship explains the difficulty, but the circle itself is the actual achievement, 

was the most persuasive answer given all morning. I want the jury to weigh what 

you built, not merely what you endured, and I believe, having heard you, that the 

two can in fact be separated fairly. 

There is one more thing I want to say to you directly, Walter, that does 

not fit neatly into a strength or a weakness. You said, through Ms. Ashford, that 

you were not asking me to forgive what put you in that facility. I want you to know 

I was not weighing that question at all, and neither, as far as I could tell, was 

anyone else in that hall. Every person in that room was weighing exactly one thing 

about you: what you built with forty men and a shelf of donated paperbacks. I think 
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that is precisely as it should be, and I think it is worth saying so plainly, since I 

doubt many rooms in your life have ever managed to hold that distinction as cleanly 

as this one did. 

Ms. Ashford, relaying Walter’s reaction from the facility’s 

administrative office, reported that he had gone quiet for nearly a full 

minute before responding with a single sentence, which she asked to 

have entered into the record exactly as he said it: I am going to tell the 

circle about this Tuesday, and I do not think a single one of them is 

going to believe me. 

To Sofia Marchetti 

Sofia, your case was the quietest of the six, and I want to say plainly that 

quiet is not the same as weak. You asked this room a question none of the other 

five defenses addressed directly: where did any of us learn to love this in the first 

place? I have been asked a thousand times in interviews what made me want to 

become a writer. I have never once been asked, and have never once thought to ask 

myself, who first made me want to become a reader, long before I could have written 

a single publishable sentence. Your testimony forced that question into the room, 

and I do not think anyone in it, myself included, walked out with a fully comfortable 

answer. 

My honest hesitation with your case is close to the one I raised with Priya’s, 

though it points a different direction. Origin is foundational, and I believe you that 

it is foundational. But foundational is not always the same as sufficient, and I 

noticed that your own testimony leaned more on what you make possible in others 

than on any singular claim about your own reading life, the way Margaret or 

Eleanor described theirs. I do not doubt your love of these books. I only want the 



89 

jury to weigh carefully whether origin, however essential, should be judged by the 

same yardstick as a reading life lived and demonstrated directly, rather than 

primarily through the readers you have made possible. 

But I want to leave you with this, because I think it matters more than 

my hesitation does. Every single one of the other five defenses in this hearing assumed 

a reader who already existed, already knew how to love a book, and simply needed 

a place to prove it. Yours is the only defense that asked where that reader came from 

in the first place. I do not know how the jury will weigh that distinction against the 

others. I know that I, personally, cannot unhear it, and I suspect I never fully 

understood, before this week, how much of my own career was quietly made possible 

by someone exactly like you, whose name I never learned and never thought to ask 

for. 

Sofia’s response, recorded by the moderator, was the only one 

of the six that included no words at all. She simply nodded, twice, and 

pressed one hand briefly against her chest, a gesture the moderator 

noted without further interpretation, writing only that some 

acknowledgments do not require language to be complete. 

To Eleanor Voss 

Eleanor, I want to tell you something that I think will sound strange 

coming from the person whose entire career depends on being read, but it is true: 

your testimony is the first time in my life I have had to seriously consider what it 

would mean to be read exactly as I intended, word for word, with nothing skimmed, 

nothing assumed, nothing lost to a wandering eye or a distracted afternoon. Every 

author, I suspect, secretly wishes for a reader like you and has simply never had the 

language to ask for one, because most of us did not know, until this week, that such 
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devotion to the literal word was even possible to sustain across thirty years and nearly 

three thousand books. 

If I press on your case at all, it is only here: attention, as total and as 

admirable as yours is, is also the hardest of the six virtues for anyone outside your 

own experience to independently verify, in much the same way Margaret’s depth is 

difficult to verify, though for a different reason. I believe you without reservation. I 

simply want to name, honestly, that your case and Margaret’s both ask this jury to 

extend a certain trust that Desmond’s notebook, Priya’s forty members, and 

Walter’s reading circle do not require in quite the same way, because those three 

have outside witnesses. I do not think that makes your case weaker. I think it 

makes it a different kind of case, and I want the jury to judge it on its own terms 

rather than by a borrowed standard that does not quite fit it. 

I want to close with you by returning to something you said near the end 

of your defense, because I do not think I can improve on it by paraphrasing. You 

said that depth, reach, transformation, endurance, and origin might simply be 

attention wearing five different costumes. I have turned that sentence over more times 

than I can count since you said it. I do not know if it is entirely true. I know that 

it is the single idea from this entire trial that I expect to still be thinking about long 

after this book is finished and in whatever hands eventually hold it. 

The author paused noticeably long after finishing this final 

response, longer than after any of the preceding five, and the 

moderator, rather than moving immediately to close the session, 

allowed the silence to run its course without interruption. Her notes 

describe the pause simply: six responses given, six people still standing, 

and a room that seemed, for the first time in three days, to have run 

out of anything further that needed to be said aloud. 
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A Pattern the Author Named 

Before closing, the author paused and asked the moderator for 

a moment to address something that did not belong to any single one 

of the six responses but had emerged, unplanned, across all of them. 

The moderator granted the request, and what followed was recorded 

as a single continuous statement, reproduced here in full. 

I want to point out something that I did not plan to say when I sat down 

this morning. Margaret’s case and Eleanor’s case both ask this room to trust 

testimony that cannot be independently verified. Desmond’s case and Walter’s case 

both rest on outside corroboration, a notebook, a coordinator’s letter, that the other 

two simply do not have available to them. Priya’s case and Sofia’s case both ask 

whether devotion demonstrated primarily through other people counts as fully as 

devotion demonstrated alone. I did not design these six defenses to fall into pairs 

like that. None of us did. And yet here we are, with three separate, unresolved 

questions about what evidence a reader’s life is even supposed to leave behind, each 

one dividing these six extraordinary people cleanly in half. 

I do not have an answer to any of those three questions today, and I do 

not think it is my place to invent one on the spot simply because a room is waiting 

for me to sound conclusive. I only want the jury to know, heading into deliberation, 

that these three tensions are not incidental to this trial. They may be the actual 

substance of it, buried underneath six individual life stories that each felt, in the 

moment, like the whole of the argument. Verifiability against sincerity. Independent 

witness against private testimony. Devotion demonstrated alone against devotion 

demonstrated through others. I suspect every reader who has ever lived falls 

somewhere along all three of those lines, whether or not they ever get the chance, as 

these six did, to stand up and say so out loud. 
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A Question from the Gallery 

Before the session moved to its formal closing, the moderator 

permitted a single question from the small gallery of press and 

observers who had gathered by the third day, a departure from the 

trial’s usual format that she justified, in her notes, on the grounds that 

public interest in the proceedings had grown enough to warrant it. A 

reporter from the same small literary newsletter that had first 

advertised the trial raised her hand and asked the author directly: had 

any of the six testimonies changed what the author planned to write 

next? 

Yes, without question, and I want to answer honestly rather than 

diplomatically. I do not yet know whose name will appear in my next book, because 

that is not my decision to make today. But I know the book itself will be different 

because of this week. I have spent my entire career writing toward an imagined 

reader I never had to describe, never had to name, never had to picture doing 

anything more specific than turning a page in a comfortable chair somewhere. That 

reader is gone now, replaced by six extremely specific people: a woman who reads 

the same page nine times, a man who reads at four in the morning to strangers on 

a radio, a teacher who reads in a language still being learned, a man who reads 

twice a week inside a place built to take reading away from him, a librarian who 

has performed the same story six hundred times, and a woman who has never once 

let her attention wander from a single word in thirty years. I do not think I can 

write the same way again, and I do not want to. 

The reporter’s follow-up question, whether the author 

regretted not knowing readers like these sooner, was met with a longer 

pause than any other moment in the three-day proceedings, according 
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to the moderator’s log. The author’s eventual answer was brief and was 

entered into the record without further comment from anyone in the 

room. 

Every day of it, yes. But I would rather learn it late than never learn it at 

all, and I suspect most of my profession has managed only the second option so far. 

What I Owe All Six of You 

The author’s closing remarks, delivered without notes, were 

recorded in full by the moderator and are reproduced here nearly 

verbatim, at the author’s own request, because the author felt strongly 

that paraphrase would soften something that needed to stay exact. 

I did not come into this hearing expecting to be changed by it, and I want 

to say plainly that I was. Six people I had never met walked into a rented hall this 

week and taught me something about my own profession that six centuries of 

publishing history, according to the earlier chapters of this book, never once bothered 

to teach any author before me: that a book does not belong only to the person who 

wrote it. It belongs, just as fully, to the person who reads it nine times, the person 

who hands it to a stranger at four in the morning, the person who builds a room 

where it can be read together, the person who keeps it alive in a place built to take 

everything else away, the person who gave a child their first reason to want more 

stories, and the person who gives it the kind of total, unhurried attention I did not 

even know to hope for when I was writing it. 

I want to say something about the six weaknesses I named today, because 

I do not want any of you to leave this room thinking I raised them to undermine 

you. I raised them because you each deserved an honest reader, not merely a grateful 

one, and I do not think honesty and gratitude are actually in conflict the way this 
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industry sometimes pretends they are. Every review I have ever received that mattered 

to me pointed out a flaw alongside a strength. I decided you six deserved nothing 

less careful than that, even today, even in a room built to celebrate you. I hope, in 

time, you will understand that as its own form of respect, rather than its opposite. 

I am not going to stand here and tell this room which of you deserves 

recognition more than the others, because I do not believe that is my judgment to 

make alone, and because I genuinely do not know the answer. What I can tell you, 

and what I want on the record regardless of what the jury decides in the chapters 

ahead, is that all six of you are already, as of this week, more visible to me than 

any reader has ever been in my entire career. Whatever happens next, that will not 

be undone. The jury will now decide. I only wanted each of you to hear, from me 

directly, that you were heard. 

The moderator’s notes record that the room did not applaud 

when the author finished speaking, an absence several observers found 

more striking than applause would have been. Instead, according to 

the log, each of the six readers stood, one at a time, without any visible 

coordination between them, until all six were standing in the front row 

facing the author directly. No one spoke. The moderator waited a full 

thirty seconds before formally moving the session forward, noting only 

that some moments in a trial do not require a transcript to be 

understood by everyone who was in the room to witness them. 

The Jury’s Task Ahead 

The moderator closed the session by reminding the room of 

the process that would follow. The jury, twelve ordinary readers drawn 

from the same open call that had produced the applicant pool itself, 
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would retire to deliberate over the six defenses, the six challenges and 

rebuttals, and the author’s response now on the record, weighing depth 

against reach, transformation against endurance, origin against 

attention, without the benefit of a single agreed standard by which to 

measure any of it against the others. That absence of a standard, the 

moderator noted, was not an oversight in how this trial had been 

designed. It was, in fact, the entire point. No such standard had ever 

existed before this week, in six hundred years of publishing history, 

and the jury’s task now was to begin building one, in real time, with six 

extraordinary and largely incomparable lives held up for their 

consideration. 

The moderator also used this closing window to clarify, once 

more, exactly what the jury would and would not be deciding, since 

several observers in the gallery had begun to whisper predictions about 

a single winner as though this trial were, after all, simply a contest with 

a scoreboard. It is not a scoreboard, the moderator said, according to 

her own notes, entered into the record in her own voice rather than 

paraphrased. The jury will tell us whether each of these six readers has 

earned the right to be taken seriously. The author alone will decide, in 

the final chapter, whose name is published, and the author has made 

clear throughout this trial that the decision will not be made lightly, 

will not be made quickly, and will not be made without accounting 

honestly for every one of the six people who stood in this hall today. 

As the hall emptied for what would be the final time before a 

verdict was reached, the six readers were seen, once more, not 

separating into rivals awaiting a result but remaining together near the 

doorway, the same loose configuration Margaret and Eleanor had 
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formed by the coffee urn the previous day. Whatever the jury decided 

in the chapter that follows, something had already been settled in that 

hall that no verdict could undo: six readers, invisible for decades by an 

industry’s own six-hundred-year design, had spent three days being 

seen, in detail, by the one person whose recognition they had never 

expected to receive at all. 

One final administrative note closes this chapter’s record. The 

moderator, before dismissing the gallery, announced that the jury’s 

deliberation would not be observed directly, in keeping with the same 

privacy any jury is customarily granted, but that a full written record of 

their reasoning would be entered into the trial’s official account once 

their work was complete. That record, covering each of the six readers 

individually, forms the entirety of the chapter that follows. 

It is worth pausing, before that record begins, to note 

something the moderator herself observed in her closing summary of 

this session, since it applies as much to the reader of this book as it did 

to anyone seated in that hall. Six people spent three days being asked, 

in increasingly specific and increasingly public ways, to justify a 

devotion that had never once required justification in their own private 

lives. Margaret did not read Middlemarch nine times because she 

expected a trial to one day ask her to defend it. Eleanor did not give 

thirty years of total attention to nearly three thousand books because 

she anticipated a jury weighing the evidentiary value of her own care. 

Every one of the six had built their reading life first, in total obscurity, 

for reasons that had nothing to do with recognition, and only 

afterward, almost as an afterthought forced on them by a stranger's 
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newsletter notice, had any of them been asked to explain what it had 

all been for. 

That order matters, the moderator argued, more than this trial 

had perhaps given it credit for until this exact moment. A devotion 

built for the sake of eventual recognition would be a weaker, thinner 

thing than the six devotions this hall had just spent three days 

examining, precisely because none of the six had been built for that 

purpose at all. Whatever the jury decided in the chapter that follows, 

the moderator wanted it on the record that the six readers before her 

had already proven the deepest possible case for their own worthiness, 

simply by having lived the reading lives they described, in full, for years, 

decades in some cases, before this trial existed to ask them a single 

question about it. 

The author, asked afterward for a final word before the jury 

retired, offered one that the moderator chose to place at the very close 

of this chapter’s record, ahead of the jury’s own deliberations. Six 

readers taught me this week that I have been writing toward strangers 

my entire career, when I could have been writing toward people. I do 

not know yet whose name will appear in my next book. I know that all 

six of these names are going to be in my mind every single day between 

now and whenever that decision is finally made, and I suspect they will 

remain there long after it is. 

The gallery was cleared, the six readers were escorted to a 

private waiting room to spare them the discomfort of watching the jury 

file past them toward deliberation, and the hall itself, for the first time 

in three days, sat entirely empty except for the moderator, who 

remained behind alone for several minutes, according to her own 
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notes, simply to look at the six now-vacant folding chairs in the front 

row before locking the doors behind her for the night. 

It seems worth closing this chapter with a brief accounting of 

what, exactly, had actually happened over these three days, since the 

sheer volume of testimony can obscure the plainness of the underlying 

event. Six people who had never once been asked to explain their 

devotion to reading were asked to explain it, publicly, in detail, before 

the one person whose recognition they had spent years, in some cases 

decades, never expecting to receive. That person listened, in full, 

without interruption, for three consecutive days, and then responded 

to each of them individually, by name, with both praise and honest 

reservation. No such hearing had ever been held before, in six hundred 

years of publishing history, and no such hearing needed to have been 

held now. It was held anyway, because six readers wrote letters to a 

small literary newsletter, and because an author, for reasons that will 

become clearer in the chapters ahead, decided those letters deserved 

an answer. 

What remained, as the hall went dark for the night, was only 

the waiting. Six readers in a private room down the hall, twelve jurors 

somewhere beyond a closed door beginning a deliberation none of 

them could have anticipated when they answered an open call for 

volunteers, and an author alone with several pages of notes that had, 

by the end of the day, become almost entirely unnecessary. The verdict, 

and the summation that would accompany it, waited for the following 

chapter, and for the first time since the trial began, no one in the 

building, reader, juror, or author, had the slightest idea what it would 

say. 
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The moderator’s final entry in the day’s log, written after 

everyone else had gone, was shorter than any other note she had made 

across the entire three days, and she asked that it close this chapter 

exactly as written: Six defenses heard. Six responses given. One 

decision left. Tomorrow, we find out what it costs an author to finally 

answer the question this trial was built to ask. 
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Chapter 6: The Jury’s Deliberation for Each 

Reader 

The Jury Retires 

Twelve readers, none of them professional critics, none of 

them employed by any publisher, filed into a small adjoining room 

once the author’s response concluded, carrying with them three days 

of testimony, six formal defenses, twelve cross-examinations, and a 

closing statement that had left more than a few of them wiping their 

own eyes alongside the applicants. Before deliberation began, the 

moderator gave the jury a single instruction, repeated twice to make 

certain it was understood: their task was not to rank the six readers 

against one another and declare a winner. Their task was to determine, 

for each reader individually, whether that reader had met the burden 

of being considered worthy of recognition at all. The final choice of 

whose name would appear in the author’s next book, the moderator 

reminded them, remained the author’s alone to make, exactly as the 

trial had promised from its very first notice in that small literary 

newsletter. 

This distinction mattered enormously to how the jury 

approached its work, and the foreperson, a retired postal worker 

named Harriet Okonkwo-Lindqvist who had read for nearly fifty years 

by her own account, opened the deliberation by reminding her fellow 

jurors of it directly. We are not being asked to decide who read the 

best, she said, according to the notes later entered into the trial’s 
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official record. We are being asked to decide who has earned the right 

to be taken seriously at all, which is a different and, in some ways, lower 

bar than the one this room might have assumed it was here to clear. 

What follows is the jury’s deliberation record for each of the six 

readers, summarized largely in the jury’s own words, exactly as it was 

read aloud and entered into the trial record before the jury’s final report 

was delivered to the author. 

Before turning to the individual cases, the jury spent nearly an 

hour establishing, informally, the standard of proof it intended to 

apply, a step the moderator had left entirely to the jury’s own 

discretion. Several jurors initially proposed a standard borrowed 

loosely from civil litigation, a preponderance of the evidence, while 

others argued for something closer to the more demanding standard 

used in criminal proceedings. The foreperson ultimately proposed a 

middle path that the jury adopted by consensus: each reader would 

need to demonstrate, through testimony, cross-examination, and any 

available corroboration, a sustained pattern of devotion consistent 

enough and specific enough that a reasonable person, hearing it fully 

and fairly, could not dismiss it as exaggeration or performance for the 

occasion. 

This standard, though never written into any formal rule of the 

trial, shaped every one of the six deliberations that followed, and the 

foreperson asked that it be recorded here so that any reader of this 

account would understand exactly what bar the jury believed itself to 

be applying, case by case, over the following two days. 
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A Question of Order 

Before turning to the six individual cases, the jury faced a 

procedural question that had not been anticipated by the trial’s original 

design: in what order should the six be considered? The foreperson 

raised the question directly, noting that the order of consideration 

might itself carry an unintended weight, since a case discussed first 

could shape the standard applied to every case discussed afterward, 

whether the jury intended that or not. 

After brief discussion, the jury settled on the same order the 

author had used the previous day, on the reasoning that consistency 

across every stage of the trial, from application to defense to response 

to deliberation, was itself a form of fairness the jury wanted to 

preserve. Juror Dorothy Achebe raised a further concern, asking 

whether the jury should deliberate each case to a full conclusion before 

moving to the next, or discuss all six broadly first and then return to 

reach individual findings. The foreperson polled the room, and the jury 

voted, ten to two, to proceed case by case, reasoning that fully 

resolving one reader’s evidence before moving to the next would 

prevent the six cases from blurring together in ways that might 

unintentionally disadvantage whichever reader was discussed last, 

when jurors would be most fatigued. 

This procedural care, the foreperson later noted in her closing 

summary, was not required by any rule of the trial. The jury adopted it 

on its own initiative, out of a shared sense that six people who had 

waited years, in some cases decades, to be taken seriously deserved a 

process as careful and as deliberate as the testimony they had given. 



103 

On Margaret Holloway 

The jury’s deliberation on Margaret’s case, according to the 

foreperson’s notes, ran longer than any of the other five, precisely 

because her evidence was, by the author’s own honest admission, the 

hardest of the six to verify from outside her own mind. 

We find that Margaret Holloway has met the burden of being considered 

a worthy reader. Nine complete readings of a single major novel, sustained across 

four decades of a demonstrably serious reading life, including thirty-four years spent 

teaching literature professionally, constitute a form of devotion this jury does not 

believe can reasonably be dismissed merely because it cannot be independently 

witnessed the way a book club’s membership roster can. We note the author’s honest 

concern about verification, and we do not consider that concern resolved. We simply 

find that the absence of outside corroboration is not, on its own, sufficient reason to 

doubt testimony this detailed, this consistent, and this costly to have fabricated. A 

woman does not invent forty years of marginal notes for the benefit of a hearing she 

could not have anticipated decades in advance. 

One juror, a bookstore clerk named Desmond Okafor, no 

relation to the applicant Desmond Achebe-Whitfield despite the 

shared name, a coincidence that produced some brief and welcome 

laughter in an otherwise heavy deliberation, offered a dissenting note 

that the foreperson chose to preserve in the record rather than smooth 

over. 

I want it noted that I believe Margaret completely, and I still think this 

jury should be honest that her case asks for more trust than most of the others. That 

is not a reason to reject her. It is a reason to be honest, in our finding, about what 

kind of evidence we are weighing when we say yes to her. 
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A second juror, a retired accountant named Priscilla Wembe, 

responded directly to this dissent before the jury moved to a formal 

vote, and the foreperson recorded the exchange in full rather than 

summarizing it, on the grounds that the disagreement itself illustrated 

something important about how the jury had approached every one of 

the six cases. 

I hear what Desmond is saying, and I do not disagree with the fact of it. 

But I want to point out that we accept uncorroborated testimony every day of our 

lives outside this hall. We believe our own parents when they tell us stories about 

their childhoods with no witnesses left alive to confirm them. I am not troubled by 

trusting Margaret the same way. Forty years of marginal notes, kept privately with 

no expectation anyone would ever read them, is its own kind of corroboration, even 

if it is not the kind a courtroom usually asks for. 

A third juror, a high school librarian named Colm Fitzgerald, 

asked to add a brief closing note before the vote, one the foreperson 

described afterward as having settled whatever residual hesitation 

remained in the room. 

I have watched thousands of students walk through my library over twenty 

years, and I can tell you that the readers who come back to the same book more 

than once are vanishingly rare, and they are, without exception, the readers who go 

on to read everything else more seriously too. Margaret is not describing an eccentric 

habit. She is describing the single clearest marker I have ever personally observed of 

a genuinely serious reading life. I vote yes, and I do not think this jury should 

hesitate a moment longer than it already has. 

The jury’s vote on Margaret’s case was recorded as unanimous, 

eleven in favor with Desmond Okafor abstaining rather than 

dissenting outright, a distinction he asked the foreperson to note 
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carefully. I am not voting no, he clarified for the record. I am voting 

yes with an asterisk, and I want the asterisk written down. 

The foreperson closed this deliberation with a brief personal 

observation, offered, she noted, in her capacity as a lifelong reader 

rather than as the jury’s presiding officer. I taught myself, over fifty 

years of reading, that the books I returned to more than once were 

always the ones that mattered most in the end, more than any book I 

read only a single time no matter how much I enjoyed it in the moment. 

Margaret’s case simply put a name and a number on something I 

suspect most serious readers already feel privately but rarely say out 

loud. Nine is a remarkable number. I do not think this jury should treat 

it as anything less. 

On Desmond Achebe-Whitfield 

The jury’s discussion of Desmond’s case turned quickly to the 

question Eleanor had raised in her own cross-examination: the gap 

between books distributed and books confirmed finished. 

We find that Desmond Achebe-Whitfield has met the burden of being 

considered a worthy reader. Nineteen years of consistent, unpaid, unglamorous 

advocacy for reading, conducted across thousands of miles and thousands of 

individual conversations, represents exactly the kind of word-of-mouth labor this 

trial’s opening chapters describe as essential to a book’s survival and almost entirely 

unrecognized by the industry that depends on it. We considered carefully the concern, 

raised by both Eleanor and the author, that Desmond cannot confirm how many of 

his four thousand recommendations were completed by their recipients. We find this 

concern legitimate but not disqualifying. A teacher cannot always confirm which of 
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their students went on to love a subject for life either, and we do not believe this jury 

should hold a truck driver to an evidentiary standard higher than the one society 

already extends to educators. 

The foreperson added a brief personal note to this section of 

the record, unprompted by any juror disagreement. 

I drove long-haul freight myself for six years before I became a postal clerk, 

and I want the record to reflect that a recommendation given honestly, at four in the 

morning, to a stranger who will never report back, is a harder and lonelier form of 

generosity than most people in this room have likely ever had to practice. This jury 

finds Desmond worthy, and I would ask that his notebook, forty-one names deep, 

be entered into the trial’s permanent record alongside this finding, because I do not 

think a document like that exists anywhere else in publishing history. 

The jury discussed briefly whether Desmond’s notebook 

should be treated as evidence in its own right, separate from his 

testimony about it, and ultimately agreed that it should, instructing the 

moderator to request a copy for the trial’s permanent archive. Juror 

Miguel Sandoval, who would later speak at length during Sofia’s 

deliberation, offered a short observation that the foreperson chose to 

preserve: I have never seen a piece of evidence in any context that 

made an entire jury go quiet the way that notebook did when it was 

passed around this room. Forty-one names, forty-one dates, and a 

sentence about how each conversation went. That is not casual 

advocacy. That is bookkeeping, kept by a man who apparently never 

expected anyone to check it. 

The jury’s vote on Desmond’s case was unanimous, twelve in 

favor, with the foreperson noting for the record that this was the 

closest the jury came, across all six deliberations, to a case that resolved 
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itself the moment a single piece of physical evidence was actually 

placed in front of the room, rather than simply described secondhand. 

On Priya Nandakumar 

Priya’s case required the jury to resolve the distinction the 

author had raised: whether her role as a facilitator of other people’s 

reading counted, for the purposes of this trial, as devotion to reading 

in her own right. 

We find that Priya Nandakumar has met the burden of being considered 

a worthy reader. This jury considered the author’s question carefully, and we do not 

believe facilitation and personal devotion are actually separable in the way the 

question assumes. Fifteen years of leading a weekly book club requires a facilitator 

to have read, and reread, and thought carefully about every single selection, in 

addition to the substantial private reading Priya has done outside the group’s own 

selections, which her application and testimony both describe at length. We find that 

a reading life spent helping others cross into literacy and confidence is not a 

diminished form of reading. It may, in fact, require a deeper and more patient 

engagement with a text than solitary reading demands, since a facilitator must 

anticipate where a book will resist understanding before her own understanding is 

even complete. 

A juror named Adaeze Brennan-Osei, herself a former 

English-language learner, asked that a personal reflection be added to 

the record before the jury moved to its next case. 

I came to this country at eleven years old, and I want this record to state 

plainly that a person like Priya, who reads patiently alongside someone still learning 
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the language a book was written in, is doing something this trial should recognize 

without hesitation. I did not have a Priya. I wish I had. 

The foreperson noted that Priya’s deliberation produced the 

fewest procedural objections of any of the six, and asked the jury 

directly whether anyone wished to raise the concern the author had 

voiced, that Priya’s case rested more on facilitation than on personal 

reading. No juror took up the objection. The closest any juror came 

was Priscilla Wembe, who offered a brief observation before the vote: 

I think the author raised that question honestly and then answered it 

better than any of us could have. I have nothing to add to it except my 

vote. 

The jury’s vote on Priya’s case was unanimous, twelve in favor, 

the only one of the six deliberations to close without a single recorded 

dissent, abstention, or qualifying note of any kind. 

The foreperson asked, before moving to the next case, whether 

the ease of this particular deliberation should itself be noted in the 

record, since five of the six cases had produced genuine and substantial 

disagreement while this one had not. Juror Priscilla Wembe offered a 

brief closing thought that the jury adopted as its explanation. I do not 

think the ease means Priya’s case was weaker or stronger than the 

others, she said. I think it means the author had already done the hard 

work of resolving the one real question this case raised, and did it so 

thoroughly in his own response that this jury simply had nothing left 

to argue about. That is not a small thing. That is the response working 

exactly as it should have. 
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On Walter Jessup 

The jury’s deliberation on Walter’s case addressed directly the 

concern both Margaret and the author had raised about whether 

hardship itself should factor into a finding of worthiness. 

We find that Walter Jessup has met the burden of being considered a 

worthy reader. This jury agrees with the author’s framing of the relevant question: 

hardship explains why Walter’s achievement was difficult, but it is the achievement 

itself, a self-sustaining reading circle that has run for eleven years and outlasted its 

Founder’s Day-to-day involvement, that this jury weighs in reaching its finding. We 

are not rewarding Walter for having been incarcerated. We recognize that he built, 

under circumstances that would have justified giving up entirely, an institution that 

continues to function on its own structure, with trained leadership succession, four 

years past the point at which Walter alone was carrying it. Few readers in any 

circumstance, inside or outside a facility, ever build something that survives their 

own direct involvement so cleanly. 

Ms. Ashford’s written testimony, submitted to the jury 

separately from Walter’s own defense, was cited directly in the 

deliberation record at the foreperson’s request. 

This jury finds credible and persuasive the independent testimony of Renee 

Ashford, the facility’s education coordinator, who confirmed that Walter’s circle has 

maintained attendance above thirty men for four consecutive years without any 

external funding or programming support. This is precisely the kind of outside 

corroboration this jury looked for and found lacking in weaker applications 

elsewhere in the original pool of several hundred submissions. Walter’s case is 

morally serious. It is, on the specific evidentiary terms this jury was asked to apply, 

one of the best documented of the six. 
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One juror, a parole counselor named Dorothy Achebe, asked 

to address the jury on a matter she felt qualified to speak to more 

directly than most in the room, and the foreperson granted her the 

floor without objection. 

I have worked with incarcerated populations for eighteen years, and I want 

this jury to understand what a four-year, self-sustaining reading circle with 

succession planning actually represents inside a facility. Most programs collapse the 

moment their founder is transferred, paroled, or simply loses interest, because 

facilities are not built to reward this kind of long-term institution-building among 

the people housed in them. What Walter describes is not common. In my 

professional experience, it is nearly unheard of. I vote yes, and I would ask this jury 

to consider recommending that his model be documented for other facilities, entirely 

separate from whatever this trial ultimately decides about his own recognition. 

The jury voted unanimously in Walter’s favor, twelve in favor, 

and adopted Ms. Achebe’s recommendation as a formal addendum to 

its report, asking the moderator to forward a summary of Walter’s 

program structure to any correctional education associations willing to 

receive it, regardless of what the author ultimately decided about 

publication. The foreperson noted that this was the only addendum 

the jury attached to any of the six findings, a fact she asked to be 

recorded as evidence of how seriously the jury weighed the broader 

implications of Walter’s case beyond the trial itself. 

On Sofia Marchetti 

Sofia’s case brought the jury back to the same question the 

author had raised: whether origin, demonstrated primarily through its 
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effect on others, could be weighed on the same terms as a reading life 

demonstrated directly. 

We find that Sofia Marchetti has met the burden of being considered a 

worthy reader. This jury does not agree that Sofia’s case rests solely on what she 

makes possible in others. Six hundred performed readings of picture books, each 

one requiring memorization of pacing, voice, and timing, refined over twenty-two 

years, is itself a demonstrated reading practice, distinct from the passive reading 

many adults do silently and privately. Performance is a form of close reading. A 

performer who has learned exactly where to pause before a four-year-old cannot stand 

the suspense any longer has read that text as carefully as any adult analyzing a 

novel for a book club discussion, even though the vocabulary of literary seriousness 

rarely extends that same respect to a children’s room. 

One juror, a kindergarten teacher named Miguel Sandoval, 

asked that his own reaction be entered into the record verbatim. 

I have spent a career being told that what I do is not real teaching in the 

way a high school calculus class is real teaching. Hearing Sofia’s case argued 

seriously in a room like this, and taken seriously by this jury, means more to me 

personally than I expected it to when we started this deliberation. I vote yes, without 

reservation. 

The foreperson invited any dissenting or qualifying views 

before the vote, and Priscilla Wembe raised a brief question, not as an 

objection but as a request for clarification. She asked whether the jury’s 

finding on Sofia should note explicitly that her worthiness rested on 

demonstrated performance craft, rather than on the volume of 

children she had reached over her career, since the jury had rejected 

pure reach as a sufficient standard on its own in Desmond’s case. The 

foreperson agreed the distinction was worth recording. 
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This jury clarifies that its finding on Sofia Marchetti rests on the 

demonstrated skill and repetition of her performed readings, not merely on the 

number of children exposed to them, a distinction we consider consistent with the 

standard applied throughout this deliberation. The vote was unanimous, twelve in 

favor. 

Miguel Sandoval, who had raised the original question 

prompting this clarification, asked that one additional sentence be 

added before the jury moved on, and the foreperson granted the 

request without objection. 

I want it on the record that I did not raise that question to make Sofia’s 

case harder to prove. I raised it because I wanted this jury’s reasoning to hold together 

across all six findings, just as a well-built argument should. I believe it does, and I 

am proud of the care this room took to get there. 

On Eleanor Voss 

The jury’s final deliberation addressed the concern the author 

had raised about Eleanor’s case sharing Margaret’s central weakness: 

the difficulty of independently verifying a devotion that occurs entirely 

inside one reader’s private, sustained attention. 

We find that Eleanor Voss has met the burden of being considered a 

worthy reader. This jury notes that Eleanor’s case differs from Margaret’s in one 

important respect the author did not fully address: Eleanor maintains a written log 

of every book she has completed since 1996, a contemporaneous record kept for 

personal use decades before this trial existed, which this jury considers meaningfully 

different from testimony offered only in hindsight. We also weigh heavily the 

corroborating testimony of Frank Delgado, her transcription volunteer of nine years, 
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who confirmed under questioning that Eleanor has never once asked him to skip, 

summarize, or abridge any portion of any text in the entire span of their work 

together. This jury finds that attention sustained this consistently, over this many 

years, verified by an independent witness with no reason to exaggerate on her behalf, 

meets the burden this trial requires. 

The foreperson closed this portion of the deliberation with a 

reflection she asked to be entered into the record in her own voice, 

rather than the jury’s collective one. 

I have read for fifty years, and I do not believe I have given any single book 

the kind of attention Eleanor gave birth to nearly three thousands of them. I do not 

say that to diminish my own reading life. I say it because I think this jury owes 

Eleanor an honest acknowledgment that her case names a standard the rest of us, 

me included, rarely meet, and naming that standard clearly may turn out to be one 

of the most lasting things this entire trial accomplishes, regardless of what the author 

ultimately decides. 

Desmond Okafor, who had entered the sole qualifying note 

during Margaret’s deliberation, asked to speak once more and drew an 

explicit comparison between the two cases he considered evidentially 

similar. 

I want to be consistent with myself here. I voted yes with an asterisk for 

Margaret because her case relies solely on private testimony. Eleanor’s case does not 

have that same weakness, because of the log she has kept since 1996 and because 

of Frank Delgado’s independent account of nine years working alongside her. I am 

voting yes for Eleanor with no asterisk at all, and I want the record to show that 

the distinction is deliberate, not an oversight. 

The foreperson asked whether any juror wished to address the 

broader idea Eleanor had raised in her own testimony, that the other 
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five virtues examined by this jury might simply be attention wearing 

different costumes. Juror Miguel Sandoval offered a brief closing 

thought before the vote was called. 

I have sat through six deliberations now, and I keep noticing that every 

single one of them eventually comes back to the same question: did this person 

actually pay attention, in whatever form their life allowed, for as long and as honestly 

as they claim to have? Margaret’s nine readings are attention-grabbing. Desmond’s 

forty-one names are paid attention to by other people’s reading rather than his own. 

Priya’s fifteen years are spent patiently attending to a room full of learners. Walter’s 

reading circle is attention that survived a place built to destroy it. Sofia’s six hundred 

performances are attention-rehearsed until they become a craft. I think Eleanor may 

have simply named out loud the one thing beneath all five of the others. 

The jury’s vote on Eleanor’s case was unanimous, twelve in 

favor, closing the individual deliberations on all six readers. The 

foreperson called for a brief recess before the jury turned to drafting 

its final, combined report to the author. 

The Jury’s Finding 

After eleven hours of deliberation spread across two days, the 

jury returned its findings to the moderator, and through her, to the 

author, in the form of a single written report. The report’s central 

conclusion was stated plainly, without qualification, in its opening 

paragraph, and the foreperson insisted that this paragraph be 

reproduced in full and unedited in any account of the trial that 

followed. 



115 

This jury unanimously finds that all six readers before it, Margaret 

Holloway, Desmond Achebe-Whitfield, Priya Nandakumar, Walter Jessup, Sofia 

Marchetti, and Eleanor Voss, have met the burden of being considered worthy 

readers, deserving of serious and public recognition. We reach this finding 

independently for each of the six, on the individual merits of their own testimony, 

evidence, and cross-examination, and not as a comparison of one against another. 

This jury was not asked, and does not believe it is its place, to declare which of these 

six readers is most worthy. That determination, by the original terms of this trial 

and by the author’s own repeated insistence throughout these proceedings, belongs to 

the author alone. We return this finding to the author with the recommendation 

that whichever name is ultimately chosen for publication, the other five be recognized 

in some meaningful way as well, since this jury does not believe any of the six should 

leave this trial having been found worthy and then simply forgotten a second time by 

the very process built to prevent exactly that outcome. 

The foreperson’s report included a closing section not required 

by the moderator’s original instructions, added, in her own words, 

because the jury felt it would be dishonest to submit a finding this 

significant without also explaining how they had reached it as a group, 

rather than simply presenting six isolated verdicts. 

This jury wants the author to understand that reaching six unanimous or 

near-unanimous findings did not mean this deliberation was easy. We disagreed, 

sometimes sharply, about how independent corroboration a reader’s testimony ought 

to require before this jury could call it proven. We disagreed about whether 

facilitating others’ reading counts the same as a private reading life. We disagreed, 

at least initially, about whether difficult circumstances should be weighed at all. 

What we did not disagree about, in the end, was that all six of these readers had 

built something real, sustained it honestly, and described it to this jury with a level 
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of specific, costly detail that this jury found impossible to dismiss as anything other 

than genuine devotion. We ask the author to weigh our finding not as a rubber 

stamp but as the considered judgment of twelve readers who took this responsibility 

as seriously as we know how. 

One further note, appended by the foreperson at the request 

of several jurors, addressed the question of what should happen to the 

deliberation record itself. The jury voted, unanimously, to request that 

this record, disagreements and all, be preserved in full rather than 

condensed into a simple pass or fail notation for each of the six readers. 

We believe the disagreements recorded here are as important as the findings 

themselves. A future reader of this account, whoever they may be, deserves to see 

exactly how much genuine uncertainty this jury wrestled with before arriving at 

unanimous or near-unanimous conclusions. Worthiness, we have learned this week, 

is not a simple thing to determine, even when the answer, in the end, turns out to be 

yes for every single person examined. We would rather this record show our work 

than hide it. 

The moderator accepted the jury’s report on behalf of the trial 

and confirmed that it would be delivered to the author privately, ahead 

of the final session, so that a verdict could be prepared and delivered 

with the care six readers, three days of testimony, and six hundred years 

of publishing history’s silence had, in this jury’s own words, more than 

earned. The jury was dismissed with the thanks of the moderator, the 

author, and, according to several accounts collected afterward, all six 

applicants personally, who lined the hallway outside the deliberation 

room to shake each juror’s hand as they filed out. The verdict itself, 

and the author’s final summation, would come next. 
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It is worth closing this chapter with a brief reflection on what 

this jury accomplished, separate from whatever the author ultimately 

decides in the chapter that follows. Twelve people with no legal 

training, no publishing background, and no stake in the outcome 

beyond their own love of reading spent eleven hours across two days 

building, from scratch, the first formal standard this book’s opening 

chapters argue has never existed in six hundred years of publishing 

history: a working definition of what it means for a reader’s devotion 

to be taken seriously. That standard will not appear in any style guide 

or industry handbook. It exists only in this jury’s deliberation record, 

reached through genuine disagreement, genuine compromise, and, in 

the end, genuine unanimous conviction that six ordinary readers had 

done something worth calling worthy. 

Whatever verdict the author reaches, this jury’s work stands as 

its own quiet answer to the question this entire book was written to 

ask. Six readers were finally weighed, seriously and at length, by twelve 

of their peers, and found worthy, every one of them. That finding does 

not depend on what happens next. It is already true, and it was entered 

into the record on this day, regardless of any chapter still to come. 

The foreperson’s very last act, before the jury was formally 

dismissed, was to ask that the twelve chairs used for deliberation be 

left arranged exactly as they had been found, a small and entirely 

unnecessary gesture that she nonetheless insisted on, explaining only 

that some rooms deserve to be left exactly as they were when 

something important happened inside them. 

The moderator’s own closing note for the chapter, written 

after the last juror had left the building, was brief, and she asked that 
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it stand as the final word of this record before the trial moved to its 

concluding chapter: Twelve strangers walked into a room three days 

ago to hear about six other strangers’ devotion to reading. They walked 

out having built, together, the closest thing this trial will ever have to a 

verdict of its own conscience. Whatever the author decides next, that 

verdict already exists, and it says yes, to all six, without exception. 
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Chapter 7: The Verdict and Summation 

The Verdict 

The final session was shorter than any of the three that 

preceded it, and the moderator opened it with a single sentence: the 

jury has found all six readers worthy, and the author has reached a 

decision. The six readers were seated in their now-familiar row. The 

gallery, larger than it had been on any previous day, went silent before 

the moderator had even finished speaking. The author did not stand 

to deliver the verdict. It was read seated, quietly, from a single 

handwritten page. 

I have thought about nothing else since this jury returned its finding, and 

I want to say plainly that no version of this decision was easy. I am choosing the 

reader whose devotion was built inside a place specifically designed to take reading 

away from him, and who built it anyway, for eleven years, with no expectation that 

anyone beyond his own cell block would ever hear his name. The reader I am 

choosing to publish in my next book is Walter Jessup. 

The author’s own explanation, delivered immediately 

afterward, was recorded in full. 

I want to be honest about why. It is not because Walter suffered more than 

the other five, and I do not want his name to ever be attached to that idea. It is 

because he built something that outlasted his own daily involvement in it, a reading 

circle now four years past the point where it needed him personally to survive, inside 

an institution that offers almost nothing to reward exactly that kind of patient, 

invisible construction. Every one of the six readers in this room taught me something 
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this book could not have existed without. Walter taught me what devotion to reading 

looks like when literally everything else has been stripped away, and what remains 

anyway. 

The author paused here, and the moderator’s notes record a 

brief addition, offered without prompting, before the session moved 

forward. 

I keep returning to something Walter said in his own defense: that in here, 

nobody gets a camera, nobody gets a grant, nobody gets a reason beyond the reading 

itself. That is, I think, the purest version of the question this whole trial was built 

to ask. When nothing external rewards a reader for reading, what remains? 

Walter’s answer was forty men, twice a week, for eleven years. I do not think I will 

ever read that answer as anything less than the clearest one this trial produced. 

A Word to the Other Five 

The author turned next to Margaret, Desmond, Priya, Sofia, 

and Eleanor, and asked the moderator’s permission to address them 

directly before the session closed, a request granted without objection. 

I need each of you to hear this clearly, because I do not want a single one 

of you to leave this hall believing today’s decision says anything about your worth as 

a reader. The jury found all six of you worthy, without qualification, and I want 

that finding to stand exactly as written. Margaret, nine readings of one novel over 

forty years is a form of devotion I will think about every time I write a sentence for 

the rest of my career. Desmond, your notebook is the most honest record of word of 

mouth I have ever seen, and I intend to make sure it is preserved. Priya, what you 

built in that back room over the past 15 years has changed how I understand what 

a book club can actually be. Sofia, six hundred performances taught me that reading 
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aloud is its own serious craft, not a lesser cousin of reading silently. Eleanor, you 

gave me the closest thing to a definition of perfect attention I expect I will ever 

encounter. One name goes into my next book today. Six names are going into how 

I think about readers for the rest of my life. 

The moderator’s notes record that Margaret was the first to 

cross the room afterward, embracing Walter’s empty chair, since he 

remained connected only by speakerphone, before turning to embrace 

Eleanor beside her. No formal record exists of what was said among 

the six in the minutes that followed. The moderator noted only that 

none of it looked like disappointment. 

Summation 

The author closed the trial with a final statement, addressed 

not only to the six readers in the room but to whoever might eventually 

hold this book and read this sentence. 

This book began with a question I did not fully understand when I first 

asked it: how many times has a reader finished a book and received nothing for it, 

while the author collected all the praise? I did not expect the answer to cost me three 

days, six extraordinary strangers, and a jury of twelve people who took this more 

seriously than I had any right to ask them to. I know the answer now. It has cost 

readers everything for six hundred years, and it has cost publishing nothing at all 

to keep ignoring it. 

To Margaret, Desmond, Priya, Walter, Sofia, and Eleanor: thank you. 

Not as a formality, and not as six equal lines in an acknowledgments page nobody 

reads. Thank you for teaching a working author something no editor, no critic, and 

no prize committee had ever managed to teach me, that a book does not belong only 
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to the person who wrote it. Walter, your name goes into my next book. The other 

five of you are already written into this one, in full, exactly as you asked to be seen. 

That was never a small thing. I hope, after this week, none of us will ever again 

mistake it for one. 

The moderator declared the trial closed. The six readers, joined 

at last by Walter’s voice on speakerphone, remained in the hall long 

after the gallery had emptied, in no apparent hurry to leave a room that 

had finally, for three days, seen them. 

One last detail belongs in this record before it closes for good. 

As the hall emptied, a juror was overheard asking the foreperson 

whether a trial like this one would ever be held again, for a different 

author, a different set of readers, six different lives waiting to be taken 

seriously. The foreperson’s answer, brief and unrehearsed, seemed as 

fitting a closing line as any this book could offer. I hope so. I hope it 

happens so often that a book like this one stops being necessary to 

write at all. 

Whatever this book becomes to whoever eventually reads it, 

its last page belongs, as its first page promised, to the reader. Thank 

you for reading this far. You, too, were seen. 
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