
The truth is…we gather on the Third Monday of each month except for January and February
where we meet on the Fourth Monday to practice our writing skills. We listen and share in each
other’s work. We are small in number and our commitment is strictly to produce and foster
creativity among our members.

We started in July 1999 and consist of adults that enjoy writing memoirs, commentaries, essays,
poems, and/or prose. Our simple method each month is to use a pre-selected word or phrase as
the basis of a story, an idea, an opinion, a derivative of, or an implied essence of and write a
document of no more than 1000 words (approximately 2 pages). We share our stories, comment,
and in that way build up our writing skills through practice and presentation. The atmosphere is
friendly and supportive, and the feedback is gentle.

Curious? Always wanted to try writing for fun, entertainment, or even profit? Come visit with
us at any of our open meetings. Bring a sample of your work. Sit in and see what we do. If you
like it, join us every month and become a member. Contact Nancy at nestewart@ameritech.net
for information.

Original Works by Members of the Pen & Ink Writers’ Group
© 1999 - 2024 Pen & Ink Writers’ Group

November 2024
Word: Lookout/Look Out!

Intriguing Holidays
By Vicki Elberfeld

Halloween and Christmas were, since childhood, my favorite holidays of the year. What
they had in common was you got stuff on both of them - toys from Santa and presents from
relatives on Christmas and those wonderful candy treats (although one generous householder
dispensed with sweets and gave us single dollar bills) on Halloween. On Christmas we visited
folks we knew, friends and relatives, and also invited them to our house for dinners and caroling
parties. But Halloween was different and caused us to interact with strangers, going from house
to house seeking treats and showing off our costumes. Halloween tended to give my imagination
more play than Christmas did. The various characters of vampires, werewolves, witches, ghosts,
and politicians gave me much pause for thought, though for myself, I only ever wanted to be a
fairy princess, and Mother sewed amazing costumes for me of lace, satin, chiffon and velvet.
Halloween was scary, but generally not too scary. The pumpkin man at Amlings terrified me;
though he walked and talked like a normal man, his face had no moving parts at all for it was a
hollowed out pumpkin with a fixed, ugly grin. Luckily my father had the good sense, after the
pumpkin man introduced himself, to take me to the haunted house which wasn’t scary at all to
calm me down. And passing around grapes for eyes and spaghetti for intestines in my dark
basement with my friends wasn’t any scarier than the haunted house.
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As an adult I no longer go trick or treating, wear costumes, or visit haunted houses on
Halloween. But I am still intrigued by its origins and its mystery, and I want to learn more about
the various ways it’s celebrated both here and around the world. Vampires seem most intriguing,
given that both eastern and western cultures celebrate some form of them. The Malaysian
vampire is a disembodied, floating woman’s head with its internal organs trailing from the head.
In the west I’ve found vampires inspiring both in Bram Stoker’s and Anne Rice’s novels as well
as in films. I even enjoy comedy vampires such as in Love at First Bite. One Halloween a talk
show featured a small number of adults who considered themselves to be vampires. They drank
blood from various sources, didn’t go out in the sunlight, and the host remarked on how young
they all looked, given their sun avoidance left them not the least bit wrinkled.

But even more intriguing to me than vampires are witches, and in the US of A I think I
can find more modern day witches than vampires. Somehow, I had Halloween confused with
Walpurgisnacht which I’ve now discovered actually is celebrated about 6 months later, April 30
to May 1, close to the spring equinox and not the autumnal. It is currently considered Germany’s
second Halloween. I understand costumes are worn, and folks celebrate by building bonfires,
joining hands and singing folk songs as they circle around the fires. Music, dancing, and beer are
also part of the celebrations. Sounds perfectly benign and not scary at all, right?

But further reading revealed a more sinister side to these bonfires. Historically, fires were
used to burn so-called witches alive, and Germany carried out a lion’s share of witch hunts and
executions (close to 25,000) between 1561 and 1670. Some folks, especially in the Czech
Republic, continue to burn witches in effigy, and dark, dense smoke formations are seen as
witches flying away. Present day witches celebrate Walpurgis night in a more solemn fashion,
honoring and remembering their ancestors using fire in memorial rituals.

Walpurgis Nacht is such a paradoxical holiday. Not only pagan, it was and is also a
Christian holiday celebrating Saint Walpurga, an eighth century English nun sent on a mission to
Germany to Christianize the heathen. She was an abbess and a healer, actually protecting and
dissuading her converts from the practice of witchcraft. Witches were said to meet in the Harz
Mountains of Central Germany. Not only would they meet one another, but it was believed they
also met Satan on the peak of Mt. Brocken on the witches‘ Sabbath both for orgies and human
sacrifice.

If only witch superstitions and persecutions could be relegated to the distant past.
Unfortunately, they continue into the present day, primarily in such places as India, Papua New
Guinea, and sub Saharan Africa. As recently as 2015 a woman suspected of sorcery was killed
with an ax in Papua New Guinea, and another was beaten to death by her neighbors in 2023 in a
small village in India for bewitching a baby. In 2020 a UN report claimed at least 20,000 killings
occurred over some sixty countries of so-called witches between 2009 and 2019. And violence
from witch hunts is certainly not limited to the countries listed above. In London, 2010, a fifteen
year old male was tortured by his older sister and her partner who suspected he was a witch. He
later drowned after being forced into an exorcism bath.

Perhaps human nature is somewhat evolving in regard to witchcraft, perhaps not. Those
of us who consider ourselves enlightened, see the enemy not so much as witches themselves, but
witch hunters who banish or murder those they suspect have supernatural powers used for evil.



But I’d like to end on a lighter note. Recently surfing the net, I’ve run across posters
warning witches not to drink and fly. So should you be taking a casual stroll with me anytime
near Walpurgis Night, you might hear me yell, “Look out! There’s a coven of witches
approaching from the east. Take cover. Quickly now!”

###

Look Out
By Pauline Bastek

I see those two words and I’m back in the early 70s sitting in the front seat of a blue and
white Ford Country Squire station wagon complete with faux wood trim. My husband is driving
and my eight-year-old son is sitting between us holding a road map as we drive on the newly
completed Interstate highway leading us from River Grove Illinois to the Great Smoky
Mountains National Park with stops in Tennessee to shop in Gatlinburg, see Pigeon Creek and, of
course, Chattanooga’s claim to fame, Lookout Mountain.

My two older sons, 9 and 11, are in the passenger seat behind us, constantly staking out
their portion of the seat. At regular intervals they are interrupted by their three-year-old brother
who has the tailgate section to himself. In theory this is supposed to encourage him to stretch out
on the quilt and nap. In practice, he alternates between trying to open the Tupperware containing
snacks and trying to join his brothers on the seat. They find him an amusing distraction and
encourage his shenanigans.

I try my best to ignore them and concentrate on checking the map. My son is holding for
an interesting town to stop at for a bathroom break which all four sons have been requesting for
the last hour. Unfortunately, their father coordinates fuel stops with bathroom breaks and the
station wagon’s fuel requirements do not necessarily coincide with theirs.

Finally, the Interstate road sign for Lookout Mountain appears on the highway and we
take the next exit to prepare the wagon and the boys for the trip up the “Pride of Tennessee.”
After everyone’s needs are met and I convince them that better souvenirs are sure to be available
on top of Lookout Mountain than in the gas station where their father is getting information on
the road conditions leading to our destination as there was a storm last night. Conditions meet his
approval and after a head count and door lock check we are on our way.

It was like being on a roller coaster with my husband telling us the air had to stay off as
the wagon would overheat and my sons coughing on their father’s cigarette smoke with just the
driver’s window down.

When we finally made it to the top and pulled into the visitor’s parking area I found
myself frozen to my seat in anticipation of the trip down but everyone else was piling out of the
wagon no doubt looking for the nearest souvenir stand. Suddenly, I heard my oldest shouting that
our keys were hanging out of the lock on the tailgate. I jumped out refusing to believe what I
heard, when I saw the keys hanging from the lock. I looked at my husband and was speechless.
He in turn, just shrugged and said he wondered how that happened. I looked toward the edge of
the mountain and wondered if I could create a distraction and get him to the edge and accidently
push him over. But, then I would have to drive down the mountain. Better to wait for another
opportunity. We took our pictures, had our lunch, got our mementos and piled back into the
wagon.



The trip down the mountain was a breeze with numerous stops for, of course, more
souvenirs. I wouldn’t have had a problem driving down at all. Oh well, it would have been a long
drive home.

No seat belts, no car seats, no GPS, no reliable A/C, and we took three vacations a year,
all in the Ford LTD station wagon. Spring break for a week, two weeks timed by the end of
school to the 4th of July and a week of fishing for a week before Labor Day. Just hearing the
words, Look Out, reminds me and I’m exhausted.

###

Butterfly
By Kelly Tansor

I don’t know what I believe in. I don’t know what happens when we die, if anything. I
don’t know where our loved ones end up when they pass. I don’t know if my mom is “looking
down” on me like everyone says she is.

Here’s what I do know…
There’s been a butterfly in our yard for the last few months. It shows up only once in a

while, usually when I’m happy or in a good mood. It pops up in my view for a moment before it
flies off. In the four years we’ve lived here, I’ve never seen this many butterflies around here this
often.
When my stepdad and half-sister traveled to Greece over the summer, they also saw a butterfly.
In a crowd full of tourists, it flew around them—only them, and only for a moment—before
flying away.

Is Mom following us all? Or is this all just some strange coincidence?
I’ve been working to release a book early next year, something my mom had hoped I

would do since I was in middle school. A couple months ago I felt very frustrated with the
process; I was working with a printing company on something that felt very long, tedious, and
time-consuming. I had resigned myself to giving up, convincing myself it wasn’t worth it. That
afternoon, I went out to drive my son somewhere, when that damn butterfly nearly flew into my
car! Again, it only flew by for a moment—enough to catch my eye and keep my
attention—before flying off.

The next day, I finished the manuscript the printing company required in one sitting.
Who knows? Maybe that butterfly is my mom keeping an eye on me. Maybe she’s saying

hello. Maybe she’s saying she loves me, she’s proud of me, she’s excited for me. Maybe that day
by my car, she was telling me to keep going.

Or maybe we just have butterflies in our yard. Either way, I’ll be on the lookout.

###

Goodbye to Goodbye
By J. Smetana

LOOK OUT! exclaimed Jon. The plinth is about to fall.
###



Clearing Tracks
By Diana Bernacki

85-year-old Mel fell onto the train tracks this morning. Luckily, nothing serious happened
beyond a few scrapes. Mel did not respond to my repeated cries of ‘Look Out” as he was
walking along the tracks oblivious to the oncoming train. Right at that time I peered through my
kitchen window and saw Mel strolling beside the tracks as I heard the blaring train horn. My
heart raced as I contemplated the worst and screamed out a warning repeatedly to no avail.

Mel and I were neighbors for about 15 years, and close for about the last ten. The Union Pacific
rail line ran behind our homes, suggesting the reason for the cheap real estate. Our backyards
were deep ending at the raised berm supporting the train tracks. The trains traveling through
were mostly commuters with an occasional nighttime freight operation.

After a while I was used to the noise. It was a novelty at first, provoking far away adventures in
my imagination, sometimes the clickety clack generated a soothing calm. It never annoyed me
except for the occasional challenge of outdoor neighborly conversations that had to be expertly
timed. From my window the scene became a live landscape keeping me company in my solitary
life.

Mel lived directly next door with his aged wife. She appeared much older than him. At first, I
thought he was living with his mother. They regularly ventured out on walks together in a slow
shuffle, barely raising their feet. They acknowledged others with an expressionless nod not ever
intending to stop for a conversation. Their clothing came from a different time, faded and worn
adding to the character of a bygone era. Mel and his wife kept to themselves mostly. Some
neighbors would try to stop by just to check in.

Ten years ago, Mel’s wife died. I was notified by another neighbor of her passing. Shame on me
for not being curious enough to notice the absence of their regular outings or number of visitors
not normally seen at Mel’s home. I decided that it was time to connect with Mel. I thought he
must be alone and grieving.

I initiated contact by knocking on his door. I knocked several times, each attempt harder and
louder. Finally, he opened the door, and he gestured me in. I formally made my introduction and
presented a few fun facts about myself trying to keep the conversation going. Mel, looking
directly at me, did not respond to anything I said, then he got up to retrieve a device on the table
and inserted this into his ear. I now understood, Mel required a hearing aid. He asked me to
repeat everything I said, which I did with relief.

Overtime, Mel imparted a bit of his personal history. After several visits I came to know that he
worked for the Western Pacific Railroad, eventually folding into the Union Pacific fleet currently
running through our backyards. Mel started as a yard laborer, then as a machinist working inside
the train shed and eventually becoming an engineer for one of the runs. He loved his work. Mel
became intrigued by trains early in his life, determined to make it a career.

Funny that Mel hardly expressed grief for his deceased wife. He mentioned how they met and
why they moved to the current house. Although, he did miss her company. She restricted his
Railroad employees’ reunions and prohibited him from clearing the tracks in the backyard.



That fateful morning Mel was doing just that, clearing the tracks in his backyard. Picking up
debris that lay on the tracks and on the ties. I was alerted by the unusually loud and constant train
horn blowing which I perceived as a warning or danger. I ran to my kitchen window and saw
Mel walking along picking up litter, items, whatever and not heeding the warning. I screamed
through the window as loud as possible over the constant horn. I prayed in panic and sprinted
outside in desperate hope to reach him.

This train was not going to stop, and at a fortuitous moment Mel tripped over a railroad tie and
landed safely and narrowly away from the oncoming train. At my distance I wasn’t certain of
what I would find. I reached Mel trying to recover from his near-death experience.

Mel did not wear his hearing aid that day, or most days. Now I fully understand why Mrs. Mel
prohibited him from nearing the tracks. I thought he simply did this out of boredom, but he did
this for the engineers in case there were obstructions on the tracks that might cause derailment
resulting in harm to crew and passengers like it happened to him a long time ago on one of his
runs.

Mel shared that as an engineer he was running the line when suddenly he spotted a large pile of
construction material dumped on the tracks. There was no warning at all from the
communication towers or from the alert systems. Mel tried to slow the train but not enough to
safeguard the crew. The impact caused the train to derail. Unfortunately, there were injuries, and
he was charged with negligence. Eventually Mel was found innocent, but the investigation took
its toll, and he was forced to retire. Mrs. Mel felt completely betrayed by the unsupportive crew
and protected Mel from attending any of the reunions.

Alone now Mel continues his mission to save unsuspecting engineers from potential danger even
through his frail attempts to clear the tracks.

###

Death Melody: Part 4
By Mark Moe

“Now we see where this goes,” One to himself. He hid the links in an encrypted folder in
case any other reapers took over the console. A few days later, One decided to check the hidden
camera feeds. As the tech reaper had told him, the main computer node always had one of the
tech reapers either on it, or next to it. No one unauthorized could even come near it. The
undisclosed location of the second node actually was a hidden door behind a dead-end section.
The downside was that it was a high traffic area within the Reaper Housing Facility and it was
always noisy. Although the hidden camera was right by the node, the motion sensor kept going
off from all the vibrations of the Reapers coming and going. Every time it went off, the camera
took a picture and logged it as an event in the system log.

“Some “lookout” that camera has been. I will have to go through at least two hundred
events in the log,” said One to himself. “There is no guarantee I will find the culprit changing the
livestream. Nothing is ever easy.”



He picked up the phone and called again for his normal replacement, Clone 1138 to take
over while he went for a walk. About ten minutes later, the familiar 1138 came strolling up and
said, “You need a break from the monitors for a bit, One?”

“Yeah, I am going for a walk. You got this for a few hours, right?”

“Of course, I can handle it. Did you ever find out who was behind changing the
livestream?

“Not yet, but hopefully,” replied One.

As he strolled out, a thought crossed his mind and he quickly looked back at 1138
adjusting the height on the chair to his preference. He returned his gaze to the direction he was
traveling and walked out. He decided to walk along the winding path between the Processing
Facility and the numerous buildings of the Housing Facility. The path was made of stone bricks
covered with a special transparent liner that kept the bricks from degrading over the long
centuries. There was fake trees and plants lining both sides of the path along with landscape
lighting. Real vegetation could not be used because the reapers existed in a dimension connected
to Earth but separate from it. On first glance, the reapers of Earth live and work on a small
Division Three college campus with most of it being housing and one other different building.

They have no entertainment or sports teams that compete with other schools, or a diverse
population of other reapers from across the universe and that is why One tried to give his reapers
some semblance of what living on Earth is like. He did it as a reminder to the mission they were
entrusted with by the Divine Presence. As it turned out, the other reapers did the same thing with
their planets, because of how critical the mission is to the universe.

Yet One believed that a reaper from Earth was trying in the very least to undermine the
power granted to him or trying to have him forcibly removed by the Reaper Counsel. He did not
know why, but had an idea as to who was behind it.

“If I am right, I will know once I confront Clone 918,485 about this issue. I can put an
end to it,” One thought to himself. He shifted his walk from an aimless style to a skeleton with a
fiery purpose and the magic coursing through him reflected the same giving off flames
surrounding his skeletal frame along with his crimson eyes set ablaze.

Other reapers passing him by could not believe what they were seeing and many just
asked, “Is that One? I have never seen him that pissed. I wonder what is going on?”

Another reaper yelled, “He’s going to kick someone’s ass! Stay away from him,
everyone!” As if the other reapers needed the obvious warning, they cleared well off the wide
walkway and hoped that his ire would not be directed toward them. They watched in stunned
silence as One went into a building that was part of the Housing Facility. He marched past the
front desk and went to the third floor. By the time he reached room three-hundred-two, all the
reapers milling about turned tail and fled into their perspective rooms or joined a mass exodus of
their brethren quickly fleeing from the facility in abject terror.

“I will have to time this right,” thought One to himself as he touched the door and caused
a guided explosion that tore through the dead end of the hallway revealing the hidden secondary



computer node behind it and providing a clear shot of the hidden camera to record the
conversation between One and Clone 918,485.

Clone 918,485 looked up from his desk after the smoke cleared and saw his boss, One
with fire raging all over him. “So, One, what can I do for you?”

One deliberately stepped into the room where the camera could not see and dropped the
flame magic and returned to his normal state. “I need your help to catch a reaper in the act of
sabotage. He is at my desk right now supposedly covering for me.”

The other reaper responded, “You mean 1138? He is behind the deception? Why? That
does not make any sense, I mean he has not been in existence as long as me. Many of the reapers
believe that I would be the reaper to go rogue. Sure, I will help you, One. Just tell me what you
need.”

One said in a low voice, “I need you to act as if I caught you and start a yelling match
with me in front of the camera just outside of your room. I want him to attempt to report me to
the Reaper Counsel and then I will expose his treachery in front of all my reapers of Earth. This
cannot stand and we must put an end to this reckless behavior.”

As he said this, One suddenly woke up from the meditative state that all reapers are
capable of doing. He remembered where he was because of the blue Bermuda shorts, plain
brown sandals and a blue hoodie covered in coconut trees. He had taken a vacation on Mars so
he could enjoy the Martian red sand storms and by the looks of things, he was buried up to his
chest with the red sand. “I guess that storm lasted longer than I thought,” he said out loud as he
extricated himself and the lounge chair from the pile of sand. He started to brush off the sand
and said, “Was that all just a dream or one of those visions that Earth people have? We will see.”

###

Lookout

By Edward Schefler

“Tis distance which lends
enchantment
to the view”

(Thomas Campbell)


