Typewriters of the Rich and Fa ous 

It was one of those perfect fall days in Maine. The trees were still full of leaves, with a mixture of fire red and pumpkin orange. It was only when the calendar flipped over to November when things got depressing. That’s when the leaves fell like a man losing his hair. 

It was the sign at the end of the lane that caught our attention.  It said the Wizard of Odds with a picture of a bony hand pointing the direction to a lane aptly named the yellow brick road. I looked over at Ann and with only a moment’s hesitation turned our beaten up Toyota down the lane. 

The trip had been Anne’s idea. It was to celebrate my 40th birthday plus provide some inspiration, renewed creativity, a backdrop for the next novel. “Let’s take a road trip down the coast of Maine. We can check out the B&BS, eat Lobster, drink wine” she had suggested. The two of us moved out of the city a few years back with me giving up the stock broker rat race to settle into a “Normal” existence in the country, and write the great American novel.  I actually did. I wrote and self-published two novels. I wouldn’t say they were great. They had achieved a level of success best described as 2 out of 5 stars according to Amazon. My monthly royalty check was on a par with what I made as a newspaper boy in my early teens. 

When we got to the end of the lane we found an old farm house adjacent to a dilapidated barn that looked about ready to fall over. The house itself was the traditional nineteenth-century red brick variety with a grey wrap-around porch just begging for a fresh coat of paint. There was an old station wagon parked along the side of the house. It looked like one of those K cars that Chrysler made in the eighties. We parked the Toyota in the empty parking lot. The owner had set up a series of signs indicating where a person should park. A little unnecessary for an empty lot, but this was nearing the end of the tourist season so you never know. I parked at the “Fisherman only –all others will be used for bait,” parking sign.  I bypassed the “No Parking except for Dad’s” spot because well, I wasn’t. 

Not that Anne and I haven’t tried to get pregnant. Since moving from the big city and entering her forties, it was like her internal alarm clock started to go off.  With each passing month, the alarm that had no snooze button got louder and louder. Maybe it was the money. They say added stress can have an effect... The nest egg we had from selling our apartment in New York was dwindling and the writing career was as slow to take off as an albatross. I really wonder how people like Stephen King can come up with so many fantastic stories. While I had no lofty aspirations of becoming rich with a lucrative movie deal it was hard not to get a little discouraged. 

As we got out of the car, we were bullied by a gust of wind that seemed to come out of nowhere. A shudder trickled down my spine as we made our way to the front of the house. I started humming, “Don’t Fear the Reaper.” This got me a playful slap from Anne together with admonishment to “Cut it out.” There was a sign on the door with the same creepy hand inviting people to enter the Wizard of Odds.  As we opened the door we heard the sound of the cowardly lion saying, “Put em up, put em up. Which one of you first? I fight you both together if you want. I fight you with one paw tied behind my back. I fight you on one foot. I fight you with my eyes closed.”

“Great shop door bell,” I said to Anne. The effect somehow reassured me that what we were entering was not spooky as much as it was just odd.  The owner must be saving electricity as the room before could only be described as gloomy. Eerie shadows were cast on the walls by the light coming through a couple of high windows. Anne was glancing around at the walls which had a bunch of sombre portraits. She gave a shiver and pointed to one, American Gothic- like painting that seemed to stare back at you with penetrating eyes. 

As our eyes grew accustomed to the gloom, we saw that there were rows of wooden shelving containing all kinds of knick knacks and treasures from the past. A narrow pathway led us through a maze of exhibits ranging from unique furniture, pottery, lamps to Native American art. I’ve never had an appreciation for antique stores. To me, they were just places to buy dead people’s stuff.  We were busy checking out the civil war section when a creepy old man, who had to be north of 60, appeared. He was short maybe 5 foot 4 inches and had wild Albert Einstein grey hair and a bushy moustache. His green cardigan sweater and brown corduroy trousers looked like they might double as pyjamas. He flicked a switch and all of a sudden the gloom was replaced with fluorescent light. “Sorry folks I wasn’t expecting anyone.”
“Hello, you have a very unique shop. Compliments on the creative door chime.” I said. 

The problem of course was creativity. I had hit a writer’s block I could only describe as brain fog. Could it be I only had two decent story ideas? If you’ve seen, “The Shining” then you can understand what I mean when I say I have a Jack Nicholson size writer’s block. All the story prompts I had subscribed to, and workshops I attended, resulted in lining for our cat’s litter box. That wasn’t the only Shining connection. Anne also felt my darkened mood lately as the pressure I put on myself grew. My mood at one point was getting so dark that Anne suggested it might be better to give up our home and the dream of living in the country. We could move back to the city where she and I could rejoin the rat race. 
 “Well, thank you, looking for that unique birthday gift?”  I was about to ask him how he knew it was my birthday when it occurred to me that many people must stop by looking for unique items to give as gifts. I wondered whether he was the Odd in Wizard of Odds.  Anne was holding up and examining a gold snuff-box.

 “That snuff box used to belong to Sandra Bullock, the actress.” Said Mr. Creepy. 

I was ready to call bullshit, when he took the snuff box from Anne and showed us the monogrammed “SB” on the bottom. “This is just one of the many oddities that you will find here in the store. He looked up at me as if reading my mind, “some of the items you might find it hard to believe, but I would stake my reputation that everything is as I say.” I caught Anne’s eye and gave her an eye roll. It could have just as easily belonged to Seymour Butz. Anne put the box back on the shelf and continued down the row.

I love my wife and she grows more attractive each day, but we, no correct that, I have an issue. Maybe subconsciously I just wasn’t as keen as she was on starting a family. Isn’t it irresponsible to bring a child into this world with our financial issues and all of the evil in the world? Sometimes Anne just doesn’t get it. She doesn’t look at the big picture. One of us has to be responsible.

Anne was looking at a package she pulled off a shelf.

“That’s a Jamaican Ram-Goat Soup Mix. It’s made from a ram’s head and a few other parts. It’s not only delicious on its own, but also a very potent aphrodisiac. It is said that one bowl will leave your man penis so iron hard he’ll have to call emergency services.”

“I started to laugh, “Yeah right...liquid Viagra!” Except Anne wasn’t laughing. 

The old guy looked at me and shook his head, "do you remember the Rolling Stones' song Goat’s Head Soup?” That’s what it was about. He looked over at Anne and said with a wink that it also helped with fertility. 

I walked away at this point but noticed that Anne hadn’t put the item down.  

I made a show of picking up a ceramic bobble head of Paul McCartney. Mr Creepy had all 4 Beatles playing their instruments. 

“That’s a real collector’s item. Bobbleheads were originally made from paper-mache, but then using ceramic became popular in the sixties and early seventies. It was only in the later eighties that they started using cheap plastic to keep the costs down. Some people say that it was the bobble head that led to a signature Beatle move while performing.” With this, the old guy started dancing and bobbing his head crazily. It was one part jig with a little medicine man rain dance mixed in. I had no doubt that this was horse-pucky, but the guys’ dance surprisingly made us both smile and laugh.
It made me think of Anne’s attempt to grow a vegetable garden which like my writing was a complete bust. It felt like neither of us would ever have success here. 
We made our way through the shop listening to the shop keeper’s narrative. At one point he picked up a green envelope that had a picture of Oprah Winfrey. He handed the envelope to Anne saying that they contained magic seeds and that Oprah herself had guaranteed success. 

 We saw a Home Sweet Home quilt, handcrafted by Marie Osmond that was equally guaranteed to make any house feel like a home.  When we neared the back of the store the little man turned and looked me in the eye and said he had something special that would definitely interest me. When he had my curiosity up he moved out of the way to reveal an antique Remington typewriter. I looked at the old man with wonder. 

Was this guy just a good guesser or did he have some ability to sense what others are thinking? I had read plenty of fiction about psychics but considered myself to be a sceptic. I wonder if he could pick up my scepticism.
“You may be wondering why you might be interested in such an ancient machine,” he asked.  

I looked at the dusty machine mesmerized as if in a trance. The unit was missing the letter M....if one was to use it they would have to handwrite all the Ms. Something was coming back to me, something I had read recently. My heart started to race. 

The old man was looking up at me grinning like a leprechaun, “This was the machine that Stephen King used to write his novel the Shining.” 

“Oh my God said Anne who had crept up behind us. That can’t be true. Can it Mark?”

I looked from the little man to the typewriter and back to the man. I shrugged my shoulders at Anne’s question but somehow I knew it was true.

How did this guy know so much? For him to know that I liked Stephen King’s work and that I had been thinking about the Shining, was not just odd, but magical. It was like the guy was reading our minds. 

“Why don’t you have a seat here and get the sense for how Mr. King would have felt in front of the machine. I bet for the right person it can be magical.” The little man said as he held a chair out for me.

I sat down and rolled a piece of white paper in the machine. Anne and the little man watched expectantly. I knew they expected me to start writing something, but the white page just stared back at me. 

Then the old guy said something that has stuck with me to this day. The scariest moment is always before you start.”

I had made up my mind then. I was going to buy the typewriter, the soup, the magic beans, and the quilt.  My fingers danced over the keys as I started with the title.
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