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Finding
the write
talker

hat makes an author a

good speaker? That's the

burning question for

organizers of CALM’s 21st

annual Celebrity
Authors’ Luncheon starting at 10 a.m.
March 10 at Fess Parker’s Doubletree
Resort, 633 E. Cabrillo Blvd. Lunch and
interviews with authors will be held 11:45
am. to2p.m.

Co-chairs Sharon Bifano and Stephanie
Ortale work throughout the year to bring
together four or five featured authors, with
about 10 additional authors for book
signings that day. The featured speakers
this year are Lynne Cox (“Grayson”), Peter
Falk (“Just One More Thing: Stories from
My Life”), Jane Heller (“Some Nerve”),
Mariel Hemingway (“Healthy Living From
the Inside Out”) and James Rollins (“Black
Order”).

Ms. Bifano, a nurse before coming to
Santa Barbara from Arizona in 1983,
immediately became interested in Child
Abuse Listening Mediation once here. Her
arrival coincided with the CALM
Auxiliary’s search for a fundraiser that
members could do on an annual basis.

When Ms. Bifano suggested an author’s
lunch similar to the one humor writer
Erma Bombeck started in Phoenix, Ms.
Ortale offered to co-chair it. Their big
hurdle was figuring out how to attract
authors — good authors. A knight with
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shining connections came to the
rescue: Paul Lazarus, retired Uni-
versal Studios executive, co-director
of the Santa Barbara Writers Con-
ference and faculty member in the
UCSB Film Studies Department.

They had lunch together and the
rest is proverbial history.

The first thing Mr. Lazarus did was
call on longtime local friends, Barn-
aby Conrad, Sue Grafton and Joanna
Barnes, tobe the featured authors for
the first lunch. Then he recom-
mended having informal interviews
instead of the traditional format of
authors lecturing, adding, “This will
be the most interesting lunch in
town.” Until his death in 1997, he
referred to the co-chairs as his
“CALM ladies.”

Ms. BifanoandIrecentlydiscussed
how the authors are selected for the
popularevent. The processbegins for
the following year as soon as the last
interview on stage ends the current
year. :

Ms. Bifano talked about what it
takes to be a hit.

“The author has to find a connec-
tion with the audience, tell his or her
story and have a sense of humor. It's
hard to know who’sgoingto pull it off.
Many times, it’s the lesser-known
author that comes off better than the
well-known. Perhaps it’s their ability
to touch that common ground with
the audience. Some examples are
Ilene Beckerman (‘Love, Loss and
What I Wore’) or Richard North
Patterson (‘Eyes of a Child’) at a time
when he was not well-known. Some
have been complete surprises in
theirpopularity,suchasDanDyeand
Mark Beckloff (‘Amazing Gracie: A
Dog’s Tale’), the ones who started the
Three Dog Bakery that was so

popular on State Street, or Helie Lee
(‘Still Life with Rice’ and ‘In the
Absence of Sun: A Korean American
Woman'’s Promise to Reunite Three
Lost Generations of Her Family’)
whose investigation (into her ances-
try) included pretending to be a
man.”

Looking back over the more than
100 interviewed authors. Ms. Bifano
shared other favorites. Among them:
Julia Child, Fannie Flagg, Charles
Schulz, Ray Bradbury, Jonathan
Winters, Michael Crichton, Arianna
Huffington, Steve Allen, Iris Chang,
whose books did not sell before the
lunchbutsold outafterherinterview,
Elizabeth George, T.C. Boyle, Cathe-
rine Ryan Hyde, Stephen J. Cannell
and Diana Gabaldon.

Ms. Bifano joked, “I like to tell

people we've had a Steinbeck, a
Hemingway and two Kennedys atthe
dais — Tom Steinbeck, Mariel
Hemingway, Maria Shriver, Christo-
pher Kennedy Lawford.
_ “The biggest draws over the 21
years have been Maria Shriver and
Dr.NancyL.Snyderman, a(one-time)
physician/consultant on  ‘Good
Morning America.” Over 800 people
attended each time.”

Most years, the names fall into
place and arrangements are made
with an awesome smoothness. A few
years, however, have been plagued
with the kind of problems humans
seemtocreate. Thispastyearwasone
ofthem.

“One of the problems with high-
profile authors,” Ms. Bifano said, “is
scheduling They often have conflicts
or can’t commit right away. I like to
know by the first week of December,
but it doesn’t always work that way.”

Thisyear, the CALM Auxiliary was
all set with three authors and no
commitment from a fourth and fifth
when the invitations and programs
hadtobeatthe printer. Flavia Weedn

designed them, adonationshe makes
every year.

Ms. Bifano said, “We waited until
the last minute, but then had to go to
the printer, finalize the copy of
everything and send it off. That
eveningandthe nextday, twoauthors
we had been tryingto get called to say
they could come. We ended up put-
tingin an insert. It all worked out, but
usually it’s easier than that”

On amore upbeat note, Ms. Bifano
read aloud a letter with Supreme
Court Justice letterhead that she
keeps on her refrigerator door.

“ ‘Dear Ms. Bifano: Thank you for
asking me to speak to your CALM
organization. AlthoughIhave retired
from active service on the Supreme
Court, I remain a Federal Judge on
lower court cases. As such, laws
prohibit me from participatinginany
fundraising events. I am sorry
because I know that your cause is a
worthy one. Sincerely Sandra
O’Connor.””

Ms. Bifano added, “An answer like
this, while disappointing, isa high for
the year.”

She summed up the success of the

CALM Celebrity Authors’ Luncheon
with this: “It works because a little is
given by a lot.”
Susan Miles Gulbransen’s In Print
column appears every other week in
the Books section. E-mail her at
life@newspress.com.

BOOK IT!

What: Child Abuse Listening
Mediation Celebrity Authors’
Luncheon
When: 10 a.m. March 10. Lunch
and interviews with authors will be
held 11:45 a.m. to 2 p.m.

Where: Fess Parker’s Doubletree
Resort, 633 E. Cabrillo Blvd.
Tickets: $100; available by calling
682-3925







