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bill skees has been a bibliophile for as long as he can remember. Growing up 
in Midland, Texas, his favorite haunt was a bookstore called Miz B’s. “I’d 
look at her behind the counter and think, ‘That’s got to be the greatest job in 
the world,’ ” he says. In the decades that followed, Skees crossed the country 
for various jobs in IT, most recently heading development for a gaming 
company. But the work was stressful, and every chance he got, he slipped 
off to a bookstore. All the while, he dreamed of opening his own shop.

In 2003, Skees—then 49, and settled in Glen Rock, N.J.—began laying 
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I am 
not 

doing this 
expecting to 
get rich. I’m 
doing it for 
the love of 
books.”

s
t

y
l

in
g

 b
y

 l
u

l
u

 c
h

e
n

; g
r

o
o

m
in

g
 b

y
 r

o
b

y
n

 s
. t

a
m

u
r

aPhotographs by b r a d  d e c e c c o

PAC_12_11_FINAL.indd   1 10/13/11   3:31 PM



Startup

how he dId It

$205,000
amount needed to 
Start up Skees spent 
$63,000 on improving the 
space (he and his family 
did much of the work); 
$43,000 on equipment, 
$99,000 on inventory. he 
struck a deal with an 
antiques dealer to use its 
adirondack-style chairs 
for seating and a rose- 
wood table for displays.

3.5%
rate on family loanS
at the time I was starting 
up, small-business bank 
loans were hard to get,” 
says Skees. So he instead 
asked his six siblings for 
help. he raised $124,000 
from them, borrowing for 
a three-year term. he and 
his wife, mary ann, tapped 
savings for the remaining 
startup costs.

$60,000
annual income from 
other SourceS Skees 
does some It consulting  
on the side, and after a 
15-year hiatus to raise the 
kids, mary ann went back 
to work as a teacher. the 
couple also have $200,000 
in cash to cover additional 
living expenses—besides 
having a total of $600,000 
set aside for retirement 
and college. Last year they 
still managed to contribute 
to an IRa. 
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the groundwork. While transition-
ing to IT consulting, he attended a 
course on opening a bookstore, 
networked with shop owners, and 
ran financial models. Though indie 
stores were under great pressure 
from e-books and online retailers, 
that didn’t deter him. The bigger 
stumbling block: real estate. “It 
was just too expensive in my area.” 
He decided to put off the idea until 
he retired and could move.

A dog walk one day in 
2010 changed the time-
table. While ambling in 
nearby Hawthorne, N.J., he 
spotted a store for rent. 
The price per foot was far 
cheaper than in the tonier 
areas he’d scouted. So with 
the support of his wife and 
three kids—then 17, 19, and 
34—he winnowed down his 
consulting clients and 
signed a lease. 

Well Read Books opened 
just over a year ago, its 
inventory of 12,000 titles 
ranging from bestsellers to 
sci-fi. Free Wi-Fi, book 

clubs, and author events have 
helped lure customers, and Well 
Read should break even in 2011 if it 
continues to average sales of $500 
a day. Skees won’t go on the 
payroll until 2013, though. And 
he’ll probably never match his old 
salary of $150,000. But he says he’s 
not in it for the money and is 
plenty happy with his decision. His 
only complaint? “One day I’d love 
to have time to read a book again!” 

how to market  
your biz on facebook
about 70% of small companies market 
themselves on Facebook, business 
networking group merchantcircle 
reports. use the site the right way, and 
you’ll turn fans into customers. 

take it offline Give followers 
a compelling reason to get to the 

point of purchase. you might offer, say, 
a discount or promo t-shirt if your fans 
come to your store and say a certain 
word, says Patrick Schwerdtfeger, 
author of Webify Your Business. 
Similarly, you could promote events via 
Facebook the way anna B’s Gluten Free 
Bakery in Richmond does—the business 
posts on its wall when fresh bread will 
be delivered to whole Foods. 

build hype Rather than simply 
plugging products, get people 

excited about them. Schwerdtfeger 
suggests using the status update to post 
questions that will spark conversation—
a camera retailer might say, “most 
people use our underwater camera to 
take pictures of friends at pools. where 
have you used yours?” yeti coolers in 
austin uses a monthly themed photo 
contest to get people psyched about its 
wares; the winner gets a free cooler. 

form relationShipS don’t just 
post and let the conversation die.  

Respond to comments, even complaints. 
“you want people to not only be aware 
of your brand, but engage with it,” says 
Lon Safko, author of The Social Media 
Bible. direct contact builds loyalty, which 
builds business. —daniel bortz
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reading hiS cuStomerS to appeal to the budget-
conscious, Skees’s inventory is about 40% used books.
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