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April 2022: Spring Cleaning
Don't worry, I'm not going to tell you to downsize your TBR pile
(though City Books is always considering trade-ins and donations), but
if our newsletter doesn't spark joy for you, then by all means,
unsubscribe. Personally, I'm unsubscribing from newsletters all the
time. As a vendor, I've learned to see that as a merciful act on the
part of non-readers.
City Books has a contact list of close to 1000 subscribers, but only
about 40% of recipients have opened one of the last two campaigns.
By most marketing standards, that's an excellent performance
indicator, but because we are on a pay-as-you go plan, that 60%
contact apathy costs us money. I would never want our newsletter to
be unwelcome in your mailbox, so before the May newsletter goes out
next month, I will begin to remove subscribers who have not opened a
newsletter in the last 90 days.
Of course, not every subscriber will read every email; I understand
that. So from now on, reading 1 newsletter in 3 will keep you on the
list. If you've gotten this far, you are probably committed anyway and
don't need to worry about missing my next book review or reading tip.
Thank you for sticking with City Books. To show my appreciation, this
month's articles are themed around one of my favorite things: letter
writing--both the analog and digital versions. Read on to discover the
practice of letter writing is not as obsolete as you may think it is.
Trying to stay as relevant as possible,
Arlan
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Book Review: Dear
Vaccine
In September 2021, Kent State
University Press asked me to
review an advanced reading

copy of Dear Vaccine, a
crowdsourced collection of
poems written to the vaccine via
the Global Vaccine Poem project.
At the time, I wrote of the
manuscript, "Its bittersweet and
sincere letter poems personalize
the notion that, regardless of
age, condition, or location, that
which makes us human also
makes us vulnerable.” The
finished book debuted on April 5,
and that night I had a chat with
coeditors David Hassler and Tyler
Meier. You can watch the 53 min
conversation here. If you buy
copies of the book directly from
City Books, we will include a
signed bookplate (while supplies
last) by Naomi Shihab-Nye, David
Hassler, and Tyler Meier. Books
are now in the shop and
domestic shipping is always
available.

Featured Book List:
Epistolary Novels
If you like letter-based novels
such as 84 Charing Cross Road
or The Guernsey Literary and
Potato Peel Pie Society, you will
enjoy browsing this month's
featured book list: Epistolary
Novels: More Than the Price of a
Stamp. In an age when we are
overwhelmed by email
marketing, the nostalgia of letter
writing reminds us of a more
patient time when news traveled
slowly and handwriting was a
skill that revealed complexity
and thought. If it's been a while
since you penned a handwritten
letter, start by sending a post
card to City Books and I will post
it in the store. Our address is at
the bottom of the page.

Ways of Reading: In
Media Res
If you've ever taken a writing
class, you've probably been told

to start writing the story as close
to the inciting action as possible.
In workshop parlance, that's
called “in media res.” However,
many books still start off
achingly slow. When a City Books
customer recently mentioned
she was having trouble getting
traction in a book she was
reading, I suggested that she
start reading the book in the
middle, proceed to the end, then
start at the beginning reading up
to where she began.
If you are finding the first few
chapters of your latest read a
little slow, skip ahead. You don't
owe it to the author to read the
manuscript in the order it was
written. If the story is compelling
enough, you will go back to the
beginning to find out what set
the story in motion--and you may
even finish the book twice.

Ways of Writing:
Sincerely Yours
One of the most successful
writing assignments that I gave
my students asked them to let
go of all preconceived ideas
about where the story was going
and write a letter from one
character to another--five years
in the future. This was especially
helpful when they were stuck in
the last half of their stories not
knowing how to resolve the plot
or what was motivating a
character's behavior.
Instead of seeing the final pages
of the story as a dead end, they
were able to envision their
conclusions as dynamic rather
than static. Most of the students
were elated to discover the story
had a life beyond their
imagining.
If you are stuck in a project, try
writing letters in the voices of
your characters. To whom would
they write? What would they
say? If you aren't in the middle of

a project right now but still want
to try this exercise, write your
own Dear Vaccine letter as part
of the Global Vaccine Poem
project. What has vaccine
science meant to you?

Final thoughts:
Things Found in
Books
I am fascinated by things I find in
books: ticket stubs, receipts,
boarding passes. Usually, the
items I find indicate where the
previous owner stopped reading.
Like the reader's interest in the
book, the paper was never
meant to last. Even the word for
that kind of memorabilia,
“ephemera," escapes through
the lips and dissolves into air.
When I first took over the shop, I
saved everything I found with
the intent of displaying it
someday, as if each scrap of
paper carried a complete record
of every hand it touched, a
human being I couldn't possibly
throw away.
My most common ephemeral
finds are letters. They are often
birthday or holiday cards-sometimes with a corresponding
inscription in the titles they
accompany. Those books are
usually like new, given as a last
resort and of no interest to the
recipient, which is why they end
up in my hands. Book, card, and
sentiment all easily discarded.
The ones I think about at
unexpected moments while
cooking dinner or walking the
dog are the get well notes and
letters of sympathy that suggest
that the reader picked up the
book at a time of suffering and is
reading to find comfort in its
pages. I always wonder why they
stopped reading where they did.
Was the subject matter too
heavy? Not distracting enough?

Did it remind someone of a lost
loved one? Did the end of the
book symbolize mortality in a
way that was too close for
comfort?
I rarely separate bookmarks from
books anymore. I don't have the
heart to censor a narrative in
progress. Instead, I send them
into the world as a bonded pair
to tell a story the author never
intended to tell, but one that
always seems to improve with
age.

Coming next month: Book review: Circe, featured book list, and Book
Collecting.
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