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Gloria Lenhart critiques a chapter from Jack Champlin's maritime novel at their regular writers' group at the

Lafayette Library.

Writing can be a lonely exer-
cise. Pour a cup of coffee,
pull out the keyboard, and wait for in-
spiration to strike. But it doesn’t have
to be.

“Writing can be very social,” said
Raelene Van Horn, who for more
than a year has run two groups at the
Lafayette Library that focus on chil-
dren’s books. “It can be fun.”

Throughout the area, writers are
meeting regularly over coffee or else-
where — at least six groups meet reg-
ularly at the Lafayette Library in
space provided by Friends of the Li-
brary — to review each others’ work,
and to make suggestions and provide
encouragement. Some groups focus
on adult fiction or non-fiction, others
on genres such as young adult.

“When you meet someone face-
to-face every month or every week,
you are dedicated to writing,” Van
Horn said. It provides writers with
deadlines that aren’t self-imposed,
and keeps writers writing. “And you
become a better writer from cri-
tiquing other people’s work.”

Here’s how they work: Six or
fewer writers agree to meet at a reg-
ular time at a regular place. Meeting
rooms at a library work, or a coffee
shop. Group leaders agree that hav-
ing more than six writers doesn’t
work; one meeting wouldn’t provide
enough time for meaningful cri-
tiques.

“We have three or four core peo-
ple,” Van Horn said. “Other writers
have come and gone. We had one
person who came and was amazed at
how much time the writers put in to
critiquing her work —she couldn’t be-
lieve it. She wasn’t up to putting the
time in.”

A few days before the meet-up —

the group leader decides the deadline
— writers with new or revised work
either email their submissions to the
entire group, or use a service on the
cloud, such as Dropbox or Google
Docs, to submit to their peers. Usu-
ally the submission is limited to 10
double-spaced pages. Group mem-
bers mark up the work, and the writ-
ers take them home after the critique.

“There isn’t time to go through
more than 60 pages per meeting,”
said Gloria Lenhart of Lafayette, who
has been leading writing groups for
years. Lenhart is the author of “Planet
Widow” (Seal Press 2006). Now she
is writing a historical novel set at the
turn of the century in San Francisco,
and also recently completed a suc-
cessful Kickstarter campaign to pub-
lish a series of guidebooks that focus
on San Francisco’s most famous
neighborhoods. Her writer’s groups
have critiqued them both.

“My writing wouldn’t exist un-
less I had my writing groups,”
Lenhart said. “Reading other peo-
ple’s work and hearing what other
people think makes an enormous dif-
ference. Sometimes I find that I miss
something major, or the suggestions
I get make it so much better. But you
don’t have to use the suggestions, ei-
ther. It’s always good to hear whether
what you’re working on is working
or not.”

“Sometimes it takes me longer to
make revisions than it did to write the
darn thing in the first place,” said
Jack Champlin of Lafayette, who has
attended one of Lenhart’s groups for
more than a year. Champlin also is
writing a historical novel, a maritime
tale laced with black magic. “I find if
I don’t make the changes right away,
I'lose alot of it.”
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Lenhart is quick to point out that
writing groups aren’t for everyone.

“We’ve had people come once
and not come back,” she said.
“Sometimes it’s too much for them.
You have to have a thick skin. I think
we do a really good job of being kind
with our critiques — no one is going
to say, “This is a piece of crap!’ But
some people have a hard time taking
any criticism at all.”

Conversely, sometimes the group
doesn’t fit with a new writer.

“There’s definitely a dynamic to
a writer’s group,” Lenhart said.
“What we try to do now if we have
an opening is let the writer know
there’s a tryout period. I'll tell them,
‘Let’s meet a few times, see how you
like it, and we’ll decide whether it’s
going to be a good fit for us, too.” It
can be hard to tell someone they’re
not quite the fit we’re looking for. But
people have to be willing to hear that.
There’s nothing more frustrating than
making the same suggestion over and
over again, and the writer keeps sub-
mitting the same piece with nothing
changed. That just doesn’t work.”

And people in Lafayette’s groups
are getting published. Aline Soules
wrote “Meditation on Woman”
(Anaphor Literary Press 2011), and
Corina Vacco’s young adult novel,
“My Chemical Mountain” (Random
House 2013) was hatched in a
Lafayette group.

To inquire about writing groups
for adult fiction and non-fiction, or
young adult, you may email Lenhart
to get on a waiting list for one of her
groups at glorialenhart@comcast.net.
The same goes for children’s books
and picture books with Van Horn,
who can be reached at
rdvanhorn@yahoo.com.
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Floral Arts Florist

Flowers for all occasions

"Show your love
with flowers"

Happy Mother's Day.

3584 Mt. Diablo Blvd., Lafayette
(925) 284-5765 www.floralartsflorist.com

"THE KNOT"”

CLINIQUE
BONUS

Favourites, exclusives
and more. Free In
your 7-piece gift.

BONUS EXCLUSIVE Cosmetic Bag,

Repairwear Laser Focus Wrinkle Correcting
Eye Cream, Rinse-Off Foaming Cleanser,
BONUS NEWS All About Shadow Duo

In Jammin’, Different Lipstick in
A Different Grape, Quickliner For Eyes
Intense In Intense Aubergine.
BONUS EXCLUSIVE Dual-Ended
Lash Building Primer and
High Impact Mascara in Black

Brighten up your look with
fresh-picked colour for eyes

and more in your 7-piece gift
Free* with any Clinique
purchase of $27.00 or more.
A $70.00 value

Lafayette

Plaza Center
(925) 283-3380

Danville

Town & Country
(925) 837-0261
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Gift
Card for
Mother’s Day.

Rosy Rosie Mani $22

Buy your gift card today
925-299-8877

3589 Mt. Diablio Blvd., Lafayette

Open Daily 10am-7pm, except Thanksgiving, X’mas, and New Year Day
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*Quantities are limited. One Bonus to a Client, please, per event. While supplies last.
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Countrywood

718-C Bancroft Rd.
(925) 935-9300

Montclair

6211 Medau PI., Oakland
(510) 339-2210

CLINIQUE

Adery Teswed. 100% Fragrance Fres

Auburn

Next to SaveMart & CVS
(530) 885-0500

Napa

Napa Town Center
(707) 255-9375






