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Book clubs require more than page turning
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Mandy Zajac, Tribune

Victoria Crupe and Becky Wyatt are in their mid-20s and love to read. Within the past year, each woman has started her own
book club. Their intent: to read more and enjoy stimulating social interaction with other women. Their start-up strategy:
posting an invitation to join on Meetup, a Web site that connects people with similar interests.

But that's where the similarities end; the women's experiences have been markedly different.

Wyatt's Casual Women's Book Club meets at southeast Mesa's Dana Park shopping center and garners a consistent
monthly turnout of eight to 12.

"Usually there are one or two brand-new faces at every meeting, and there is a core group that's developed over the past
year, women who are there pretty much every time," says Wyatt, a Gilbert real estate agent.

Crupe, a stay-at-home mom in Casa Grande, has had a tougher time launching her club, the Literary Ladies of Casa
Grande.

"I've been struggling with it, to tell you the truth. It's truly not for the weak of heart," she says.

Only one woman came to Crupe's first meeting. Others sent RSVPs but didn't show up or submit absentee votes for the
club's first book selection. Then, they were quick to complain.

"It's a double-edged sword sometimes. | can't get people to participate, and then they're not happy with what the participating
members do decide. | just didn't think it was going to be this hard," says Crupe.

Welcome to hosting a book club, a delicate balancing act that can be confounding to even the most devoted and well-
intentioned readers.

"Some of it's luck of the draw, especially when you're getting started," says Rich Schooler, a founding member of the Crime
Fiction Book Group that meets at Changing Hands Bookstore in Tempe. The group has met every third Wednesday for 14
years.

Schooler, who has participated in several book clubs over the years, says there are steps readers can take to make their
clubs more viable.

He, along with other book club moderators, will present secrets of successful book groups at a Book Club Social 7 p.m.
Tuesday at Changing Hands.

HOW TO START A BOOK CLUB

Define your mission, says Rich Schooler, a founding member of the Crime Fiction Book Group that meets at Changing
Hands Bookstore in Tempe.

“At our group, someone occasionally brings muffins or cookies but it's not a coordinated effort, and that’s not the reason we
exist or show up.” Be clear about your focus from the get-go: Is riveting discussion tops, or will food, wine or socializing be
main attractions?

Get the word out. Readers hang out in bookstores and libraries, says Schooler, making those logical places to post meeting
notices and host events. (Be sure to inquire about the venue’s book group policies.) You can also start with people you
already know: Can you invite any friends, neighbors, co-workers, fellow PTA members or soccer parents to join?

Pick good, affordable books. To generate a spirited discussion, a book needs plenty of conflict, well-developed characters
who evolve through the course of the story, and an interesting plot, says Schooler. You also need a book your members
won’t mind shelling out for. “Most people don’t want to invest $30 in a hardcover book because they may end up not even
liking it,” he says. Paperbacks and library books are good alternatives.

Keep your meeting time consistent.  “There’s no better way to lose somebody than to have them show up on the same
night a couple of months later, and no one’s there,” says Schooler. Set a day and stick to it every month. Reschedule only
when that day falls on or near a holiday, and broadcast the change well in advance.

Be nice to new people. “(The members of our group) have known each other so long at this point that we're like a family,
and we can get pretty boisterous in our discussion,” says Schooler. “So we always kind of preface that to the new people
before we start. We always introduce ourselves and welcome them. We thank them for coming and thank them for their input
and invite them back.”

Make it fun. “Put on a big enough dog-and-pony show — make it entertaining enough — that people are going to come
back,” advises Schooler. “You're asking a lot of people: Spend money on the book, spend time on the book, be
knowledgeable enough about it to be able to discuss it, be ready to have your opinion challenged. You have to give them a
reason to do all that. It's got to be stimulating.”

A surefire way to ignite lively meetings: Foster diversity of opinion. “You can’t have a good debate if everyone agrees. If
every person really likes everything about a book, there’s nothing to talk about,” he says.
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BOOK CHAT: Members of the Casual Book Club for Women gather on the patio at Barnes & Noble at Dana Park to discuss
“The Red Tent” by Anita Diamant.
What the clubs are reading

Changing Hands Bookstore regularly orders books for clubs that meet at the store. Recently, the store began displaying
some of those books in a special Book Club Picks area. "They are flying off the shelves. People are really interested in what
the book clubs are reading," says Cindy Dach, the store's events coordinator. "With the economy right now, people are into
nesting, staying home, and a book lasts longer than a movie."
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Some recent selections:

"If | Die in Juarez," by Stella Pope Duarte

"Discover Your Genius: How to Think Like History's Ten Most Revolutionary Minds," by Michael J. Gelb
"Free Lunch: How the Wealthiest Americans Enrich Themselves at Government Expense," by David Cay Johnston

"Blindness," by Jose Saramago
"Miami Blues," by Charles Willeford

Book Club Social

What: Learn how to create and sustain a successful book club from moderators of Changing Hands Bookstore's most
popular reading groups. Additionally, the store's book buyer will share her favorite book club titles and offer tips for choosing

your club's next book.
When: 7 p.m. Tuesday

Where: Changing Hands Bookstore, 6428 S. McClintock Drive, Tempe

Cost: Free

Information: (480) 730-0205 or www.changinghands.com
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