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Novelist Laurie 
Stevens Uses 
Trauma as Her 
Key Device 

   

L aurie Stevens, au-
thor of the lauded 

“Gabriel McRay” psy-
chological suspense 
novels, will appear at our 
meeting on Saturday, January 11. 
Please note that this meet-
ing  will be held on the second 
Saturday instead of the usual 
first Saturday of the month.  
Stevens will present “Mystery vs. 
Thrillers vs. Psychological Thrillers. What 
Makes One Different from the Other?” 
The meeting starts at 1 p.m.in the Saban 
Community Room.   
     During her presentation, she will ex-
plore the key elements that separate each 
genre and how writers can best employ 
them in their works.  
     Stevens appreciates the genre of psy-
chological suspense, noting, “I enjoy 
reading suspense novels and watching the 
occasional movie thriller. And just as a 
writer of detective novels is fascinated by 
the battle between good and evil, I am 
fascinated by a psychological struggle. 
Battles between good and evil are waged 
in our minds as well as on the street. Like 
a crime writer who creates a hero that 
‘gets the bad guy’ in the end, I, too, enjoy 
seeing my characters work through their 
emotional problems.”  
     The Gabriel McRay series focuses on a 
detective with that name who experienced 

a childhood trauma. In the first book, 
readers learn how McRay’s tough ex-
terior masks a broken interior. “Each 
book chronicles his psychological 
healing progression. Every crime he 
solves triggers what point he's at in 
his recovery. This trigger, while pain-
ful, results in him growing stronger,” 

says Stevens. The series has 
won 12 awards, including one 
from Kirkus Reviews (Best of 
2011).  
     Kirkus continues to praise 
Stevens’ work, calling her 
newest installment in the se-
ries, The Mask of Midnight, “a 
taut thriller with complex 
characters and an unforgetta-

ble villain.” Suspense Magazine labels the 
book “The ultimate cat and mouse 
thriller.” An active member of Mystery 
Writers of America, International Thriller 
Writers, and Sisters in Crime, Stevens re-
sides in the hills outside Los Angeles with 
her husband, three snakes, and a cat.  
     For more information about Stevens: 
https://lauriestevensbooks.com/. 
     
      The California Writers Club welcomes 
writers in all genres, and at all stages of 
their careers.  Monthly meetings are held 
on the first Saturday of the month.  
     To attend workshops, programs and 
other events, or to learn more about 
events and activities for writers, visit 
http://cwc-sfv.org/. 
                  
                  Stephanie Barbara Dufner  

        Media Relations 
         dufnerstephanieb@gmail.com 
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“We will open the 

book. Its pages are 

blank. We are go-

ing to put words 

on them ourselves. 

The book is called 

Opportunity and 

its first chapter is 

New Year's Day.”  
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B y the time you 

read this mes-

sage, winter will 

have officially 

started. December 

21 is the shortest day 

of the year and on 

December 22, the 

days gradually get 

longer.  We gain more 

and more sunshine every day.  I like the 

longer days. It’s been rough getting used to 

darkness arriving at 5 pm.  

     Many of us have a special religious holi-

day in December and plans for the New 

Year on 2020.  The same is true for the 

CWC-SFV. Before I list our 2020 plans, I 

need to honor a few members for the work 

they’ve done in 2019 for the club.  

     Pat Avery has been the Board Secretary 

and Treasurer for more years then she cares 

to count. (Although she’s pretty good at 

math.)  

      Andy Polk has more jobs then I can keep 

up with, so I asked her to write them all 

down.  Wow, too many to list here … Offi-

cially, she’s our SFV Membership Chair.  
       I can’t forget V.P. Nance Crawford 

whose energy creates excitement at our 

meetings.  I thank her for taking on our 

Public Speaking Program.     

       Rita Brown. our Jack London Award 

Winner in 2019, helps us practice writing 

with her pre-speaker prompt workshops. 

And thanks, Rita, for writing the Critique 

Corner column for this newsletter.  

     Michael Rains is our  dedicated Web-

master, a tech world I really don’t under-

stand.  Good thing that Michael knows his 

way around the tech territory.  

     Jenny Jordan has stepped into the cru-

cial Critiques Group Coordinator posi-

tion, and has been doing a great job for us 

this year.  

     Lori Hamilton is our Program Chair 

and has introduced us to these great 

speakers in 2019: Ari Grigorian (on the 

structure of a novel), Anne Perry (on 

Writing Mysteries),  Mark Rose (Sci Fi 

Writing} and Bernard Selling (Helpful 

Critiques). Many thanks to Lori for taking 

on this challenging job. 

     Month after month, the stalwart Alan 

Wells fills coffee and tea urns and lays out 

great snacks for SFV members to enjoy 

before and after the meeting.  I especially 

like the chocolate chip cookies.       

     Monte Swann assists us with our Audio 

Visual set-up, another world I don’t un-

derstand.   When a mic goes out, it’s 

Monte to the rescue! 

     Last, but NOT least, my thanks to 

Kathy Highcove, the editor of the SFV 

Valley Scribe.  I look forward to reading it 

every month.      

     In 2020, I look forward to SFV work-

shops and brainstorming with my board 

members.  My personal New Year’s reso-

lution: try to finish my second novel.   

    I hope to see you all on January 

11th—the second Saturday of the 

month.                       

                                 

           -Bob Okowitz 
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T he next time you attend a SFV meeting, select your name tag and take 

a couple minutes to write your emergency contact information on the 

back of the name tag.  In the event you become ill or have an accident while 

attending a meeting, we’ll know whom to call.  

 California Writers Club 

San Fernando Valley Branch 

 

 

Your Name 

Active 

Fiction, Historical Fiction, Poetry 

Member Number: 200019 

 

   

   Name of Your Contact 

    

   Contact Phone Number  
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O ur December 

speaker, Bernard 

Selling, is a published au-

thor, a creative writing in-

structor, and a work shop 

leader.  As he began his 

talk to our Saban Room 

audience, he confided to 

us that he’d been an Eng-

lish major in college.  

     “I thought I knew how 

to write,” he told us.  “I 

joined a creative writing class, confident of my 

writing skills, and then read the first critiques 

of my fiction.  Oh, what a shock!  They said all 

kinds of bad things about my story.  I was 

crushed and thought, I’m really bad at creative 

writing.  I obviously shouldn’t be writing fic-

tion. And so I decided to stay clear of that genre 

for many years.  Then I got to thinking,  Am I 

really that bad?  Maybe I just need a bit of help 

and encouragement. 

     After a passage of time, we learned, an older 

and wiser Selling decided to give fiction another 

whirl.  But this time, he didn’t fold like a col-

lapsed umbrella.  He sought out other critique 

groups and discovered that some people are 

more skilled at writing critiques than his earlier 

detractors. 

     “I found out that I needed better critics– 

people who were able to show me how to im-

prove,” he told us. 

     In other words, hardly anyone is becomes an 

accomplished writer - in any genre—after just a 

few years of higher education.  An English ma-

jor might know how to write a proper sentence, 

how to research, and interpret research for an 

essay or article.  But fiction, or any form of 

creative writing, 

calls for a different 

skill set.   It’s a freer 

genre, for one thing. 

Fiction writers have 

few creative 

boundaries and are 

free to try new 

things and push the 

envelope of compo-

sition. 

     Selling believes 

that a fiction critic 

should not a pragmatic judge, but similar to a 

thoughtful therapist.  He or she should tamp 

down the brain’s Robert’s Rules of Order and 

think, How did that story make me feel? What 

was my initial gut feeling?  Did I instinctively 

love it … or not?  Why or why not?  

     After a follow-up reading, a reviewer should 

dig deeper and let the author know if  he was 

“in” the story.  Or … did a phrase or discordant 

dialogue or description stop the reading eye? 

Did the reader lose focus and fall “out” of the 

story? An author badly needs that feedback, 

but not in a negative fashion.  

     In conclusion, Selling feels that a critique 

group must be there to help an author dig 

deeper, uncover true goals and create the nar-

rative that needed attention. The right critique 

group will help an author feel free to explore 

her imagination and improve essential creative 

skills for writing fiction. 

     Just as an author needs feedback to slowly 

develop his or her abilities, a reviewer, editor 

or critic should learn the basic skills of helpful 

commentary or criticism.                                     
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M ark Twain said a writer should strike out one-third of the 
words in everything he writes without losing any content.  

In other words, tighter writing is better writing. And why is self-
editing so important? Because real-life editors have limited 
space for content.  Listed below are suggestions for learning this 
essential skill of self-editing. 
 
Combine sentences 
Original: His name was Artimus. He was a crazy friend of mine. 
He tripped over a garbage can one Halloween evening. 20wds. 
Revision: One Halloween evening my crazy friend Artimus 
tripped over a garbage can. 12wds. 

 
Use short openings 
Original: Because she was disappointed, she sulked all evening.  8wds. 
Revision: Disappointed, she sulked all evening.  5wds. 
 
Avoid passive tense in favor of the active 
Original: There was a group of teenagers on the bus laughing and socializing.  12wds. 
Revision: On the bus some teenagers laughed and socialized.  8wds. 
 
Be careful of which and who clauses 
Original: The apples, which were finally ripe, begged to be picked.  10wds. 
Revision: The apples, finally ripe, begged to be picked.  8wds. 
 
Original: Sam, who was my best friend, became a high school dropout.  11wds. 
Revision: My best friend Sam became a high school dropout.  9wds. 
 
Delete Meaningless modifiers 
Original: I was very nervous when I was about to meet the President.  12wds. 
Revision: About to meet the President, I was extremely nervous.  9wds. 
 
Avoid trite phrasing 
Original: Due to the fact that he was lazy and far too negligent in his classwork and home-
work, he failed English. 20wds. 
Revision: Negligent in his studies, he failed English.  7wds. 
 
Avoid clichés 
Original: She's a person who is dishonest and I'll hate her 'till pigs can fly, 'till hell freezes 
over, or both.  20wds. 
Revision: She's dishonest and I'll always hate her.  7wds. 
 

   Follow Mark Twain's advice.  It worked for him. 
 

                                                                                                         -Dave Wetterberg   2011 
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Time Turns 
 

hours and days circle 

around and between 

lingering memories 

songs that echo 

in my thoughts 

 

now it is time 

 

to smear paint on canvas 

like a child 

in a swirl of colors 

a sense of joy 

without restrictions 

 

to renew replenish 

and also abandon 

allow dreams to grow 

into reality 

 

to visit the sea 

build sand castles 

not waiting 

for a summer's day 

to read uninterrupted 

for a week 

savoring each word 

while the dust settles 

where it may 

each day 

 

it is time 

to cherish the moment 

dance and write and paint 

speak heart to heart 

with kindred souls 

enjoy roses in my patio 

when other gardens 

are too far away 
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I  had just re-

turned home 

after taking an in-

vigorating walk on 

a beautiful sunny 

Saturday afternoon. 

My wife, Mildred, 

was having her nails 

done at a local salon. I 

had the entire place to 

myself and was look-

ing forward to eating a sub sandwich, 

drinking a can of beer and watching the 

baseball game on TV. She wouldn’t be 

around asking me to vacuum and all of 

that, so I felt great. Before turning on the 

TV, I decided to catch up on my email on 

our bedroom computer.  

       Most of the messages turned out to be 

advertisements which I quickly deleted. 

The email that caught my eye, however, 

was the one from my wife, which seemed 

strange to me. She never communicated 

with me this way. The subject line interest-

ingly read Harry, that’s my name. I quickly 

put two and two together and realized the 

message wasn’t meant for me. She must 

have selected the wrong email address.  

       I thought she loved me. I was wrong. 

She and someone named Roy were making 

plans to runaway together, but first they 

had to figure out what to do with me. The 

two-faced, conniving little ingrate was up 

to no good. Obviously, she was tired of me. 

I was twenty years older that her. I guess I 

wasn’t that much fun anymore.  

     What did I do to deserve this? I slaved 

away at my job for 

years, often sixty hours 

a week just to make her 

happy. I volunteered to 

work overtime when-

ever it was available to 

keep up with her wild 

spending sprees. If it 

made her happy, that 

was okay with me.  

      She drove around in 

new cars, wore the finest clothes, the 

most expensive perfumes and jewelry. I 

made it possible for her to enjoy a care-

free life. She hadn’t worked since we 

were married. When she was at home, 

most of her time was spent lounging 

around in a house coat holding her fa-

vorite drink, a martini. And now what 

did I have to show for this devotion? 

Bills up to the kazoo. All in the name of 

love. 

       What did I do after learning of their 

affair and plans to dispose of me? Con-

front them? No, I emailed my girlfriend, 

Rose. We decided to fix them before they 

fixed me.  

After reading her email, Mildred became 

just a sack of manure to me.  

       There is a happy ending to this story. 

My wife will never be far from me. I’m 

always with her when I mow the lawn. 

Don’t worry, she gets plenty of water to 

make sure she still looks pretty.  And, oh, 

the scent of the woman still drives me 

crazy.  
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This place I went to last week was a jolt to my 

senses. Every last sensitive bone in my body was as-

saulted. I don’t know why I let my nephew talk me 

into this. First, it was the noise. The demolition derby 

demolished my eardrums. Old stock cars racing and 

crashing into one another slammed against my inner 

ear. Mufflers overpowered one another so loudly that 

it was impossible to sit still without poking my fin-

gers in my ears for protection. I thought my head 

would split open. 

The odorous smell of gas started a long spell of 

me choking and coughing that competed against the 

booze-belching fans who smelled like a brew-

ery that had just exploded. Fuel and booze 

penetrated the air.  Too bad I didn’t bring nose 

plugs … 
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H e stood there in the bath-

room, ready to cut off his 

beard, and the mirror confirmed 

his mother’s criticism:  “Fremont, 

you look scruffy!” 

      Well, the university has higher 

priorities than looks, he thought. 

      His nerdy friends were not at 

all critical of his long hair or his black over-grown beard. 

But while on Christmas break at home, he decided to 

bend to real-world social norms and trim up a bit. 

      First, he removed the rugs from the floor, pulled off 

his shirt, moistened his beard and plugged up the sink. 

Ready for the big moment! 

     The scissors were on the counter. He picked them up, 

tried to take his first snip and immediately stopped.  

“Damn,” he said, “right-hand scissors!”  He put down 

the scissors, opened the bathroom door and shouted, 

“Mom, still got my left-hand scissors?” 

     “No! You took them with you to school,” she shouted 

back at him.  

     He never used them at school; didn’t even remember 

seeing them in his room. “Doubt if there are left-hand 

scissors anywhere in this town,” he mumbled. Just then 

he saw a small shadow move into the doorway. 

      “Whoa, Tommy, where’d you come from?”        

      “Heard you guys shouting,” his six-year-old nephew 

said. The boy stood there, wide-eyed,  hands jammed in 

his pockets, as if anticipating some exciting situation.  

      “What’s the problem, Uncle Fremont?”  

      “I’m left-handed and these scissors are for right-

handed people. Can’t cut my beard with …, hey, are you 

right-handed, Tommy?” 

      “Think so. I write with…,” and he pulled his right 

hand out of his pocket, “this one.” 

      “Know how to use scissors?” 

      “Sure. I cut paper with them. Cut my own hair with 

‘em once. That got me into trouble and a big time-out.” 

      “Let’s try. Here, take the scissors and be careful you 

don’t stab me or cut off my nose or chin. Start with little 

cuts. This much beard.” Fremont held out about one 

half inch of his beard. 

      “Okay, but first I gotta get my stool from the 

kitchen,” Tommy turned to leave. 

      “No. I’ll just sit here.”  Fremont sat down on the 

edge of the tub. “Good. Now I’m 

at just the right height for you.” 

      The boy approached Fre-

mont slowly, poking the scissors 

into the mass of black coarse 

beard. “Now?” he asked. 

“Now, dude! Do it!” 

     Black beard tumbled to the 

floor and Tommy watched the hair float down to the 

top of his uncle’s shoe. Fremont got up to look in the 

mirror. 

     “Good. We’re a team. You’re my right-hand man.”  

He looked over at placid Tommy. “Literally,” he said, 

and grinned. 

     The boy stood tall and continued to snip under 

Fremont’s directions and frequent mirror checks. Af-

ter lots of laughs and chatter the job was completed. 

     Tommy stepped back and looked at his clipped un-

cle. “When do I get to grow a beard?” he asked. 

     “How old are you?” 

     “Six and nine months.” 

     “In about ten years, I think.” 

     “Uh, oh. Your beard’s all uneven.  Looks bad.” 

     “Oh, it’s good enough now for me to shave it all off 

with a razor,”  

     “Can I watch? 

     “Sure.” 

     His nephew quietly watched the preparations for 

shaving, then he said, “Uncle?” 

     “Yeah?” 

     “ I don’t think I’ll grow a beard.” 

     “Why not?” 

     “Too much work to cut it off.  Oops. Gotta go now. 

I hear Mom calling me.”              

     “You were a great help, Tommy. Thank you.”  

     “Show me when you’re done,”   the boy replied and 

quietly closed the door. 
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Writer’s Trash 

 

I don't agree. 

 

hidden in those papers there might 

be some memorable lines 

or a mascara darkened tear drop 

or a fresh lipsticked 

mouth print 

in passion's guise 

 

pen and paper 

disappointment 

smooth out the wrinkles 

and look again 

 

           

 

or turn away 

and sigh defeat 

 

                     Lillian Rodich 1/18 
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