The truth is...we gather on the Third Monday of each month (except for January
and February when we gather on the 4™ 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.
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January 2026 Selection — Champagne

The Party’s Over
By N. Stewart

The party goers were long gone and Kathy sat alone with a champagne glass in her hand,
hugging the empty bottle. The house was festive with all the Christmas decorations, colored
lights, and artificially flamed candles. But as she looked around, she saw the after-the-party
mess, needing to be cleaned. She just could not bring herself to start on it. So, Kathy decided
to sit a little longer and reflect.

Champagne always did wonderful things to her when she drank it. Kathy become like the
drink itself bubbly, crystal clear and lively. For a while she was the life of the party, dashing
around seeing to everyone’s comfort. Do you want another drink? Let me get that for you.
More appetizers are on their way! Here, try these. She’d go and sit with someone that had
found a lonely corner. Smiling at her guests, she sent comfort and friendship to them.
Coaxing someone over to talk with a person unknown to them, suggesting a common topic
for discussion, and then she would quietly slip away to greet another guest.

The parties started as a way of changing the holiday traditions she had known since she was
a kid. In the days of old, there was always a house full of company, music, laughter, great
food, and lots of presents under the tree from Santa.

Her parents were both gone and it was difficult to carry on those same traditions as the older
generation continued to decline in number. It created a sadness in her heart, doing the same
things and in the same manner that she had always done. No matter what the effort, it was
never what it had been before nor would it ever be again.

It became evident that change was needed. New holiday decorations, mixed in with some of
the old; an artificial tree rather than a live tree; new cookie and hors d’oeuvre recipes perhaps
would hold the answer. But that didn’t work out. It needed to be different with new traditions
based on the here and now and not on the past. Expanding her guest list to include not only
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family, but adding friends and neighbors to the mix sounded about right to her. Kathy was
hesitant at first but decided if it didn’t work out there was nothing to lose. The party idea
grew. Invitations went out to all she wanted to share the gifts of the holiday season. Kathy
prepared a food plan, bought what was needed, cooked and/or catered, and beautifully
decorated the house. As the designated party time arrived, she waited for the doorbell to ring
and wondered if anyone would come. They came. They seemed to have a good time, mixing
with each other. The common element for conversations that she overheard seemed to be
how do you know Kathy.

The holiday group met together for several years. Upon seeing each other, the greetings were
joyous and the party conversations started where they ended the previous year. Once
strangers to each other, guests became friends, looking forward to being together each year. It
became a tradition of its own.

As life would have it, the number of party goers began to decline. First, a neighbor with a
heart condition moved to a retirement community, then an unexpected death, followed by
several friends dealing with chronic debilitating illnesses. It was happening to her little,
merry group of holiday companions. As the merry group continued to meet, a glass of
champagne was raised to those that no longer were able to attend and those that would never
attend again, wishing all a safe journey. The party continued.

The party tonight, however, made her think about the possibility of not holding any future
holiday parties. The crowd was even thinner and Kathy didn’t seem to be the lively,
effervescent person she once was. She was dragging by the end of the evening, hoping they
would all soon leave. The behind-the-scenes party work was getting more difficult; the
planning, the expense, the prep work, the cooking and the cleaning. She enjoyed hosting the
parties and being with everyone, but as she looked around she saw all that needed to be done
now that everyone had gone. There was clutter, used dishes, empty glasses and coffee cups,
leftover food, all staring her in the face. It made her even more tired with all that needed to
be done before she could finally go to bed.

This was the last party, she decided right there and then.

But, she needed to get started on the clean-up from this year’s party before thinking about
giving another one. Kathy drained her champagne glass, shook off the tiredness she felt and
began to prepare to clean the leftover party mess. There would be time later when she wasn’t
so tired to think about when or even if there would be a next holiday party.
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Make new friends
But keep the old
Orne is silver
And the other gold

Ted
By Vicki Elberfeld

The above is my favorite song from Girl Scouts. It expresses a theme of the utmost
significance to me. Close relationships with members of our species, in other words, friends,
are so very important to our mental health, our happiness, our wellbeing. We are social
animals after all. And if that were the only thing I learned from Girl Scouts, it would be more
than enough.

Gold is dearer than silver, For myself I have always loved old things best. Old houses, old
music and, most of all, old people who have travelled the world mentally and even
physically, and are more than willing and able to share their rich experiences with us. And



my oldest friend in this whole wide world is Ted; we‘ve come to know each other and share
each other‘s company for well over half a century.

We met each other in dance class when we were teenagers, and he had the trait most
desired by our teacher. He was male! Therefore he was very, very much needed to partner
our little group of aspiring ballerinas. Our class performed a beautiful Nutcracker Suite every
Christmas, and Ted was a magnificent partner. Not only was he a great dancer, he didn‘t drop
a single one of us!

The two of us loved dance both as participants and spectators and very much looked
forward to seeing Swan Lake performed at the civic opera house. We arrived early and spent
the extra time standing on the bridge over the Chicago River and conversing. We reviewed
the story of Swan Lake which ends tragically with the double suicide of the Prince and swan
maiden. We considered whether there might not be more painless ways of offing oneself than
by drowning. I‘d been told freezing to death was relatively painless, but I couldn‘t even bear
to be outside for a few minutes without a warm coat during Chicago’s winters. Ted was a
movie buff, watching favorites and even not such favorites many times over, and I didn‘t
believe there was any form of killing or dying that Ted hadn’t been exposed to and stored
tightly in his memory, At any rate, I don‘t think we left any stone unturned when it came to
self-annihilation, before concluding that drugs would not only be the most painless way to go
but might even be a little fun.

Now some folks might consider that a morbid topic for teens going out together for the
very first time, but not us. We never put much in the way of restrictions on what we would or
would not talk about, and we felt ourselves to be genuinely open minded.

As our friendship progressed we not only continued to pursue our interest in dance, but
Ted shared his fascination with plays and movies with me. We even auditioned for the same
play, and both of us got in! We looked really good in our costumes. Our parents applauded
our little play, even though it was for children, and took many fine photos of us. If only I
could locate them now!

During our last two years in high school we joined a Swedish folk dancing troupe and
again wore some pretty amazing and authentic costumes, all coming from different provinces
in Sweden. We came to know our fellow dancers very well, including our leader, a native of
Sweden and his Austrian girlfriend. Per Hugo, our leader, was very concerned about
alcoholism in Swedish Immigrants, so we had to pledge abstinence to join the club. No
problem for us as we were too young to legally drink. Neither of us was a rebellious kid, and
we’d never have wanted to disappoint our parents anyway. We performed at the Swedish
Engineering Society, the Museum of Science and Industry, at the University of Chicago, and
at various cultural centers. This made us feel quite international, even though we never left
our state.

While we had a lot of fun together, Ted wasn‘t only a fair-weather friend. The most
unhappy day of my life was my college graduation. Our keynote speaker told us the economy
was a mess and there likely wouldn‘t be jobs for us. I struggled as a waitress, a motel maid,
and a file clerk. I was able to get jobs but could never actually hold them very long, resulting
finally in a nervous breakdown. Ted visited me religiously in the hospital, and when I‘d
improved enough for a pass, he took me out to celebrate with champagne. The crowded bar
he first took me to made HIM nervous, and we had to leave suddenly. This made me feel so
much relieved, that at least [ wasn‘t alone in my discomfort with our chaotic world, and we
found a calmer venue elsewhere

As the decades went by Ted remained a good friend, not only of me but of my entire
family. My mom and he wrote letters to one another when he was in college and graduate
school, and her profession as a nurse likely influenced him to take a job at Lutheran General.
When my only sibling needed a place to recover after a hospital visit, Ted offered his home
where the visit actually stretched out for several years, with Ted kindly helping out my



brother by picking up his medications, driving him to doctor‘s appointments, taking him for
grocery shopping, and getting him to the hospital when he had a stroke, even though he
didn‘t want to go. Ted struggled to keep him as safe as humanly possible.

Now Ted himself needs more than a fair-weather friend. To quickly sum up several
decades, he earned Master's degrees in history and business and became a CPA. He is
co-president of the Chicago Camera Club, an old and distinguished organization. And after a
well deserved retirement, he puts his strong work ethic to use working part time at a local
store, on the graveyard shift. Not long ago, he went to work coughing and sneezing, saying
just about everyone on staff was sick, his situation was no different, and he wanted to help
out.

But he was more impaired than he realized, for he fainted on the job and hit his head,
causing a brain bleed. Rushed to the hospital, he was placed in ICU where he remained for
over a week. Shortly after being transferred out, he aspirated and had to return. We‘re
hopeful, but we don‘t know if he‘ll recover. I‘'m told the good die young, and he isn‘t young,
but it feels much too early for him to go. Hopefully he will live and learn how valuable he
has been to us all. I love him dearly, for he has been, throughout my life, my golden friend.
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“A pleasure to meet you sweet maiden,” The sound of two heavy objects crashed into the
front doors. Two more gleaming silver Knights, one male and one female came running into the
bar.

"See I told you my Brother Knights would win this conflict. May I introduce Lancelot
and Tristan.”

As the two Knights approached to bow before Eileen. She fainted from shock. Before she
lost consciousness, she heard the one who introduced himself as Galahad say, “I guess we will
have to wait to celebrate with “champagne” until she wakes up.

About ten minutes later, Eileen woke up to see that the three medieval Knights were gone
and 1in their place, a dark, suave Italian man, some girl about her age with pure white hair and a
brown-haired guy wearing a gray hoodie and blue jeans.

She sat up quickly and exclaimed, “Thank the Lord! I must have passed out from stress. I
could have sworn that I saw three medieval Knights in gleaming silver armor talking to me. I
mean who wears medieval full plate armor unless you are one of those Renaissance Faire
freaks.”

Schnee laughed nervously and said, “Yes something like that. My name is Schnee, the
Italian on my right is Dante and this is our leader, Lance. We came here to find you. Do you
happen to have an old relic or family heirloom like this?” she asked while showing her
Knightblade under her right sleeve.

“Aye, it is in my Grandma’s hope chest, but I have no intention of fusing it to me arm like
you did, Schnee. Let me guess, you two boys also have one fused to your arms as well, right?”

Lance and Dante nodded in agreement.

“Come with me back to my place and I will gladly give you that “blade” thing. I have no
use for it and enjoy my life here even with the rival Irish gangs going at each other the way they
do.”

Lance responded, “ I do not think you will have to worry about them for a while on either
side. Lancelot and Tristan made short work of them. The Police are going to be working on the



cleanup for hours. In fact, they were waiting outside to escort you home, but we convinced them
that we are your friends and can leave when you are ready.”

“Well, you are quite the leader, Lance, I will give you that. Let us get you three on your
way with that “blade” replied Eileen.

Eileen led them out back to her small compact car and drove them to her flat about ten
minutes away. Once her three guests were seated in her living room, she excused herself to her
upstairs bedroom where she retrieved the “blade thing.” As she brought it near the other three
Knights, the symbols on the blade lit up a pretty shade of rose pink. She handed it to Lance and a
deeper older voice responded,

“Percival, my old friend. He has chosen you fair lady, but he will not force you to choose
the life of a hero if you do not want it.”

“So you are saying that your friend, Percival is content on remaining a spirit trapped in
that blade? What will happen to him? Will he still be alone?”” asked Eileen.

Lancelot responded, “As a Brother Knight, we are never truely alone and at some point,
he will find a new host who is ready to be the hero this world needs.”

“I cannot believe I am saying this, but I want him to be fused to me arm. I mean how
could I refuse a Knight so humble and honorable.”

Schnee rushed forward to hug Eileen and exclaimed,* Thank you for saying yes! This
team needs more female energy. So which arm do you want Percival on?”

“It does not matter, you pick Schnee. I am very good with both me arms.”

Schnee took the Knightblade from Lancelot and brought it to Eileen’s left forearm. "This
is going to hurt like hell, but I promise it will be the only time you feel such pain.”

Eileen nodded as it fused to her arm and fell to the ground in severe pain. When she
arose, she responded with the voice of Percival asking, “My Brother Knights. It is good to be in
your presence once again. How many of us are left to find?”

Lancelot responded, “There are two left, both in the United States. In fact, we need to
leave post haste. Our next Knight can be found in the great State of Texas in the capital city of
Austin. Has anyone of our hosts ever been there?”

As he looked around, he saw everyone shake their heads.

Dante asked, “How long will it take us to get to this great city of Austin?”

Lancelot answered, “I just texted Professor Plum to ask the pilots and they told him about
ten hours. Let us allow Eileen a chance to settle in with her new roommate while we rest during
the journey.”

The other Knights nodded in agreement and followed him to the bus stop to head back to
their private jet. When they arrived, Professor Plum though happy to see another member added
successfully to this party, looked very distressed.

After introductions, he said, “Lance my dear boy what happened to not repeating what
happened in Germany? I would say that you not only repeated it, but brought it to a whole
another level in its entirety. There are multiple Police reports that reported not just one medieval
Knight attacking, but two Knights wading through both factions of the two largest Irish gangs
here in Ireland. So do Lancelot, Tristan and Galahad have anything to say about that?”

Galahad spoke first, “ I was not involved other than acting as a protector to the fair
maiden, Eileen. The Knights in question are Tristan and Lancelot. I have listed my conditions for
full cooperation.”

Professor Plum turned toward the other Knights and stated, “Indeed you have, Sir
Galahad. So Lancelot and Tristan care to fill me in the details?”



Lancelot looked over to Tristan and replied, “While we went to meet with Eileen at the
tavern, the two rival gangs you mentioned chose the area outside of the bar as their battleground.
We could not let the innocent become victims of an unneccessary battle, so we acted.”

Tristan added, “Fear not, we used restraint and sought to severely incapacitate our foes
over causing them a bloody demise; although such a demise would have been warranted for the
combatants’ inconsideration at placing innocent lives at risk.”

Professor Plum asked, “How many were actually killed by you two?”

“We killed the leadership on both sides so four from me and four from Tristan,” Lancelot
answered.

“Based off of what you are saying, it seemed unavoidable. I do appreciate that you both
tried to limit the casualties, but it is not the attention we need right now. Let us all get some rest.
We have ten hours until we get to Austin, Texas. Miss Schnee please help Miss Eileen settle into
your shared room.”

Schnee got excited and said, “This way Eileen, the bed is huge! Three girls could sleep
on it! It is a California King! The guys only have two bunk beds and an additional twin bed in
their room!”

“Right now, after everything, I could sleep curled up in a ball on the floor of a small
closet, but the bed looks big and cozy. Goodnight, Schnee,” Eileen responded.

The next day, the four Knights and Professor Plum cleaned up, ate breakfast and eagerly
awaited news that they were landing in Austin. Once they landed, Professor Plum stated,

“Now if history has proved anything, Galahad will go his own way and the rest of you
will seek out the fifth Knight. Does that sound right, Galahad?”

Galahad pretended to look offended, but said, “You know me so well, Professor Plum.”

“Happy hunting to the rest of you. Do you know where you are headed?” replied
Professor Plum.

“Lancelot showed me a college campus, some place called the University of Texas at
Austin. It looks bigger than Oxford back in London. Apparently, we are looking for an American
cowboy in southern State full of cowboys. Fortunately, he seems to dress more garish than most
students here because, he wears an American flag bandana around his neck, a black ACDC
t-shirt, and a University of Texas belt buckle that looks like a prize belt worn from Boxing
championships,”’stated Lance.

“Ooh, a real live cowboy. I wonder if he is cute like Heath Ledger from Brokeback
Mountain?” asked Eileen.

When the others turned to look at Eileen she responded,

“Hey, I watch a lot of American movies because the Irish ones are usually shite. Don’t
judge me! Anyway a girl can dream, right? I know it is more important to secure another ally, but
maybe I can have it both ways.”

Lance laughed and responded, “You may well be right and that is a possibility that exists,
but time will tell. The three of us will split up and try to establish his whereabouts. He should be
easy to locate. Dante should help, but I know he is waiting for the local bars to open up to enjoy
the nightlife, so we will meet back by the Student Union in a couple of hours. Sound good? Then
let’s go.”

A few hours later, the trio met up at the Starbucks in the Student Union Center. Each of
them ran into people who knew the guy and found out his name, Korbin Dallas. The cowboy is
working on a music production manager degree and is a frequent concert goer as well as a
frequent visitor to certain bars down on 6™ Street.



“Hey wait a minute. Did you say that he is a fan of the band ACDC? I heard they are
having a concert tonight. Eileen and I can check out the concert while you go to the bars he
frequents on 6™ Street,” suggested Schnee.

“Sounds like a plan and I might even convince Dante to check the bars as well,” replied
Lance.

Schnee and Eileen had contacted Professor Plum who was able to pull some strings to get
the girls last minute tickets in the floor section of the arena for the concert. Meanwhile, Lance
went to seek out Korbin at some of his favorite drinking establishments. The concert opened with
the familiar riffs to “Thunderstruck.” While the girls moved around looking for Korbin, a group
of six drunk guys started to harass Eileen and Schnee. Before the girls had the chance to activate
their Knight powers, Korbin rushed in and laid out two of the drunks in a couple of seconds. The
remaining four turned to dogpile Korbin. Korbin smirked as he ran his two fingers down his right
arm and said,

“l am Gawain.”

After the blinding flash of magic cleared, a silver Knight was laying out the four with a
flurry of blows. He changed back just as quick and said,

“Let’s go a couple of aisles away from this mess so security can drag out the drunks and
we can enjoy the rest of the concert. Well shall we ladies?” Korbin suggested.

He offered both arms and motioned to a nearby guard and said,

“I think those fellas had too much to drink.”

The guard looked over and muttered a curse, clicked on his radio and said, “I am going
to need some help cleaning up some drunks on row six, center floor section.”
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"Champagne"
By Anna R. Young

I didn't pop the cork on the bubbly this New Years Eve as usual. The world in its present
state, there's not much to celebrate, except the allowance of living, breathing and standing
upright for another day and New Year. I was so hoping the New Year would begin on a better
less chaotic note than the ending of the previous year. That was dashed when hearing the
year started with a bang! Literally!

January 1st 2026, New Years Day, a coup that had been in the making for some time by the
US military had taken place. The capture and arrest of the Venezuelan president, who's
presidency is in question and his wife were flown to a US detention facility in Brooklyn,
New York. President Nicolas Maduro and wife Cilia Flores were on US soil. One hundred
lives were lost in the process. Venezuelan civilians and thirty- two Cubans, whose remains
were flown to Cuba in boxes of which a couple of pair of shoes would have fit comfortably.
The US seized seven Venezuelan oil tankers and Russian oil tankers. The current
administration wants to cancel midterm elections. Defunding of social programs that assist
those in need. Maria Machado, oppositionist of the Venezuelan government under Maduro
and planning to become a nominee for the presidency in her country, has given her Nobel
Peace Prize to Trump in praise of him for freeing Venezuelans from Maduro's rule. After
being given the Nobel Prize for Peace he stated, "He should have gotten it for the eight wars
he'd stopped".



Minnesota, a hot box of civil disobedience! Before and after thuggish ICE agents used
deadly force to supposedly restrain domestic terrorists protesting their immigration tactics.
Two Minnesota citizens were killed and one was shot and wounded because of ICE'S
misguided rationale. Other suspected undocumented immigrants considered to be felons,
have been arrested and detained. The most recent detainees a father and young son. Some of
the detainees are naturalized US citizens!
Ukraine. Gaza. Greenland. Iran. Israel. Russia. Venezuela. Some of these countries are
warring with each other and the United States. This administration is portraying itself as
Authoritarian! Totalitarian! Anarchist! Wanting the world to become its eminent private
domain! Demolishing long-standing historical architectural sites. Such as the East Wing of
the White House since 1902 and replacing it with a 300-million-dollar ballroom and still
counting! Increasing tariffs on NATO allies over the acquisition of Greenland if they don't
comply. Suspended or getting rid of the Temporary Protection status for Somalians. "They're
garbage"! Previously Trump stated " Haitians in Springfield, Ohio are eating people’s pets"!
Specifically, cats and dogs!
What the hell is there to celebrate! Breathing is uppermost on my list of celebratory things to
do. The United States of America has become another kind of US of A, an Unorganized State
of Affairs! A dictatorship! Culturally divisive! Nothing new there. As I've stated before,
Authoritarian! Totalitarian! Fascist! An Anarchy! Just plain ole shitty! The more history
changes, the more it remains the same. Racism at its very core! No popping the cork on the
bubbly on any year too soon ! I'll bring in the New Year after 2028. Maybe, if the world
becomes new again.
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Graveyard Karma
By Dennis Johnson

As Clevis and Daryl pulled their Chevy beater truck along the fence of the cemetery, they dreamed of
what kind of haul they would get as the nightfall would yield in a few hours. The keepers of this
estate of the departed always seemed to leave the gates open at all times. Carelessness or stupidity
they thought. Both to their advantage as there looked like much treasure and booty was to be
acquired at minimal effort.

The two thieves came back that night when all was dark, quiet, and seemingly safe from the police.
The partially rusted truck bed was empty, ready to be the temporary resting place of brass urns, metal
inscriptions, granite headstones and other things of value.

What did Clevis and Daryl care about when it came to the loved ones and the memorials to those
loved ones who were laid to rest in this sacred place. Not a sacred place to these two night shift
workers who couldn't wait to tip their champagne glasses to this night's bounty, so to speak.

As the truck bed was filling up with contraband, Clevis said to Daryl "Lets head over to the

Jew section of this place. There always seems to be more at these sights." Their truck

engine was starting to strain as they moved along. Some of the headstones were embossed

with gold and other precious metals. Daryl looked up at the one he could not get his eyes

off of and its inscription. It had a Star of David in the middle and the name of a soldier and

what it said was '101st Airborne Division, Holland, 1924-1944. Clevis yelled at Daryl

"Grab the flag, it has a brass pole, that's worth something!" "This guy was only 20 when he

got killed, "was Daryl's response. "What? Are you a patriot now?" was Clevis in a joking

manner. Clevis' apprentice was starting to have second thoughts.



"Worse yet, you're not becoming one of those Christians, are you?" as he laughed again.
"At least those Christians don't rob cemeteries because they're drugheads like we are!" was
Daryl's response in a sharp tone.

As they headed away from the Jewish section Daryl looked out the side mirror of the truck as the
headstone became smaller and smaller. Thoughts of guilt flooded his mind and he said nothing all the
way back to his grandmother's house and his basement apartment that was his home. Clevis dropped him
off and then hid the truck where he usually did before he went to the customary salvage place to fence
their nightly labors. They had no conscience, as well. That morning, Daryl grabbed his transit card,
boarded a bus, and went to the district police headquarters. He walked in and confessed his crimes to the
female police officer at the front desk. That Sunday he went to church with the battalion commander and
his family.

(Inspired by an article in the Wall Street Journal, January 15, 2026)
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