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The Story Behind the Stories

The Southern Hotel, in fact, was once
operated as a hotel in Elizabeth City, North Carolina. Mary Lou and
all the other characters are completely fictional, but the hotel
and town are based on actual places.

The historic atmosphere of the 1872 hotel
inspired "what if" type thoughts the second I peeked through the
window and saw the lobby in July 2005. As my family, the realtors,
and I toured the four-story, brick structure we noticed it hadn’t
changed much since the last renovation in the 20s, except for the
1970s carpet and paneling in some of the rooms upstairs. It felt
like stepping back in time when I walked through the building. It
was hard to believe the hotel shut down in 1991— only about fifteen
years ago then. The plaster was falling from the ceiling and the
rooms had years of dust and dirt, not to mention old wiring and
plumbing.

The realtor emailed us later with information
concerning the history of the hotel and the other businesses
attached to the building downstairs. We learned surprising facts
about the building. I sat at my blank computer screen with the
cursor blinking, lost in daydreams about restoring the hotel and
reopening it and what it was like many years ago.

A few months later, I planned on writing one
story taking place at a hotel similar to the Southern. I wanted
something out-of-the-ordinary, something that can’t happen in real
life, but is written in a way that it sounds credible. The idea of
time travel fascinates me, as well as the past, and thus were the
plots for my new stories born.

Many facts about the fictional hotel are also true
about the real one. There was, at one point, a restaurant and
ballroom in the existing hotel. During World War II, those were
converted into rooms. The real one still has a beauty salon, and so
does the fictional one. The floor plans for both hotels are
basically the same, except for the downstairs businesses. "Murder
Mystery at the Hotel" is based on a rumor I heard that someone was
murdered in the real hotel, and the inspiration for the fires in
the stories came from the fact that the previous hotels burned.

--Stephanie Macomber - 2006

 



History of the Southern Hotel in Elizabeth
City

Asa Rogerson opened the National Hotel in
1829. Four years later, in 1833, well-known and prosperous
Perquimans County plantation owner James Leigh purchased the
building and renamed it the "Mansion House." It was the center of
town, and a popular place to host dances.

Sadly, in 1852, the structure burned down,
along with several other downtown businesses. Elizabeth City
purchased its first fire engine and built a building to house it
because of this big fire. In 1856, a forty-bedroom hotel named the
"Leigh House" opened in the old one’s place.

Assumptions were made that Confederates
burned the Leigh House and several other important buildings to
keep them from the Union after the North won the Battle of
Elizabeth City. A. P. Cone, an investor from Wellsboro, PA, and W.
H. Smith of Elizabeth City built another hotel on the same property
in 1872. On February 20, 1873, the hotel hosted its grand-opening
ball. It was one of the largest hotels in North Carolina at the
time.

The original structure was a four-story brick
stucco structure with two entrances, one from Road Street and the
front entrance on Main Street. In 1902, Edwin F. Aydlet, an
attorney/land developer, purchased the building and named it the
Southern Hotel. Also, around this time, Wilbur Wright actually
stayed in the hotel during his travels. Aydlet’s renovations in
1925 led to the renaming, the "New" Southern Hotel. The structure
was remodeled with a brick-face exterior, but the original stucco
is still visible from the back. The hotel had bathrooms,
electricity, and an elevator put in (although I’m not sure it
didn’t have electricity and plumbing before). The lobby has
gorgeous black-and-white marble floors consisting of tiny squares.
The entrance doors have beveled glass and fanlights. The lobby has
a coffered ceiling supported with beautiful ionic columns and a
front desk. The lobby staircase banister ends in curved scrolls.
The lobby at one point had colonial-style chandeliers.

During the 1925 renovations, a parking
garage, pressing room, gas station, and stores were constructed on
the back of the hotel. During World War II, the ballroom on the
second floor was split up to make it a 54-room hotel. A murder took
place in the hotel back in the 1920s, although nobody we have
talked to knows the whole story.

Melvin Wright and Levin Culpepper sold the
hotel in 1991. The upper residential rooms have been closed and
untouched since then. It’s rather sad how such a beautiful building
could be let go so long. It would be nice if someone could buy it
and fix it up to be just like it was a long time ago, and have it
be profitable to keep it open. The days of marble floors and
ballrooms in small-town hotels are long gone, as people want the
convenience of a low-cost, technologically advanced motel when
traveling.

When my family and I saw the hotel in July, 2005, it
was on the real estate market for nearly a million dollars.
Thursday, February 23, 2006, the hotel sold again.

--Stephanie Macomber - 2006
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I dedicate this book of stories to my parents for
their continual support in my writing and historical research
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Also, for all those who have a vision—a
dream—to do something great with their talents and to accomplish
their dreams, not allowing anyone to stand in their way and say
"you’ll never be able to do that!"

 



PUBLISHER'S NOTE:

It gives me great pleasure to present this book of
stories for young people. Stephanie is my stepdaughter, and I had
the opportunity to watch her grow into a writing talent at a very
young age. Her imagination is bright, and her future even brighter.
She is currently attending Columbia College in South Carolina and
studying art. I'm certain this won't be the last we see of her
writing, but I'm happy to present this early work – written when
she was only in 9th grade – for the enjoyment of boys
and girls everywhere.

--the Proud Publisher – David Niall
Wilson

 



Mary Lou’s Gift

The fire blazed madly as the buffet went up
in flames and charred velvet curtains burned on the blackened
inlaid wood floors. People yelled and screamed, and all were in a
crowd trying to pile through the only unblocked door. The stage,
where the band had played only five minutes ago, was up in flames
as well. The only fire engine in town roared down the street.

Then Mary Lou Peters woke up screaming.

Her mother ran into the room, curlers in hair
and slippers flopping.

"I don’t know what all this is about, but
every time I tried to get to sleep, the same dream continued."

"Well, what was it about, Hon," Mrs. Peters
said as she sat down on the bed.

"It felt so real that I could smell the smoke
and feel the heat from the flames. The hotel— it was on
fire! This big, old-fashioned fire engine drawn by horses
stood in front of it, and ladies in big dresses ran out of the
place. There were a few people on the fourth floor. They were
stuck. The fire started somehow, but I don’t know where and when.
It was so strange."

Mary Lou’s mother walked all the way
downstairs and returned with a glass of milk for her daughter.

Mary Lou was thirsty and drank fast.
"Hopefully tomorrow will be better than my dreams," she said as she
set the empty glass on her nightstand.

She had a continuing dream of the big fire.
It was put out, but the hotel stood vacant for many months. The
owner had left Asheville, Maryland, and the state put the damaged
building up for sale; someone bought it again months later. Her
dream ended at that when her alarm clock banged across the night
table.

"Time for morning chores again," Mary Lou
yawned as she stopped the alarm clock. She put her pink floral
jumper over her white Peter Pan collar shirt. Her hair was pulled
back into a ponytail with a few strands of brown hair framing each
side of her freckled face. She put an apron on over her school
clothing and started to work.

Laundry took five days a week, sometimes more
if the hotel had many visitors. There were four washing machines in
the basement and several clotheslines strung between poles in the
small, fenced-in backyard. Mary Lou did not really complain, but
washing was such a monotonous job that it sometimes got to be
boring. Most of the time, there were delicate clothes to wash and
ironing to be done, so her job was not always easy.

She tossed her apron on one of the washing machines
and came inside for breakfast. The family never needed to cook. The
cooks made their meals and they ate in the restaurant. Each day
there was a special for breakfast and supper. One of the cooks
would always make lunch for Mary Lou to eat after she finished her
morning lessons. The hotel was run so smoothly. Mary Lou thought
about her odd dreams on her way to breakfast, and she prayed that
the hotel would never catch fire.

As she pulled clothes off the lines later
that day, Mary Lou realized something odd about her dreams. The
women were wearing large dresses, as if they were at a formal
occasion, such as a ball, but the dresses had puffed sleeves and
bows. The fire engine was drawn by horses. Her dream was no worry
about the hotel now, because the fire happened long ago in the
past.

The current year was nineteen fifty-one. The
fire happened in the early nineteen hundreds, judging by the
ladies’ clothing styles. Mary Lou wondered if this dream was
telling her something about the hotel’s past.

She decided to go upstairs and talk to her
father about the hotel. He ought to know the history, and maybe
something about the fire.

"Papa, what do you know about the hotel? I
know it was built in 1885, because there’s the date carved in one
of the corner blocks. But that’s all I know," Mary Lou said as she
walked across the lobby to the front desk, each step echoing
throughout the large, quiet space.

"Well, I do know there were quite a few balls
and parties held here. Some famous people have stayed here in the
past. People famous in this immediate area, that is. This is a
small town, after all.

"Although, I do remember quite a few years
ago when I bought the hotel, we were doing a little pre-opening
maintenance. We, umm, updated the upstairs a little. We wanted it
different, since there are all those suites up there, we wanted the
ballroom and suite level of the building a little— fancier."

"Thank you, Papa, that was helpful," she
replied.

"I’m glad you’re appreciating the history
around you, Mary Lou. Sorry, but that’s all I know. Events were
held here, but mostly travelers stayed. Maybe a few of us ‘old
folks,’" Mary Lou’s dad joked, "remember it when the last owner
lived here. That was about thirty-five years ago," Mr. Peters said
as he nervously flipped through pages of the phone book.

Mary Lou went to her room to find a composition
notebook. She decided to document things having to do with her
strange dream.






I think the fire was a vision of some sort, and not
a scary dream at all. Papa never mentioned any fire. For some
reason, I get the feeling he is keeping me from knowing about the
fire. I’m fifteen, and I won’t be scared if he tells me what
happened. — October 25, 1951

Mary Lou looked over to her clock. It was
six-thirty, time for supper. She put her journal away and brushed
her hair before heading down to the dining room for supper. She
locked her bedroom door and walked down the first flight of
stairs.

The lights were not turned on, so the
stairway was rather dark. At the base of the stairs, Mary Lou
reached for the light switch out of habit, but it was not there.
The wallpaper was different, and there was a green runner down the
center of the hallway. In the space between every other door were
lamps flickering their weak gas flames, casting a soft glow to the
hall.

Mary Lou heard music playing downstairs. This
confused her, since as far as she knew, the hotel wasn’t booked for
any special occasion. It clearly sounded live, rather than someone
with their radio too loud.

The bellman pulled a cart full of luggage out
of the cargo elevator. There were several fancy trunks stacked
high. Mary Lou stepped up a few steps, afraid the man might see
her, and watched as he opened the hotel room door. Inside, the
first thing Mary Lou saw was a dark wood armoire and green
draperies. She had been in every room of the hotel several times,
and did not remember the green décor.

What in the world is going on here?
Everything looks different, she thought.

"That bellman doesn’t look like anyone we
have working here," she whispered to herself as she watched him
lugging the heavy trunks into the room. She looked up at the
lights, to the fancy trunks, and toward a woman walking down the
hallway. This is not the nineteen fifties. Nobody would ever
wear a dress like that! I’m going insane— my dreams have made me
mad— now I think I’m seeing the hotel back in time before the fire
or something.

"Excuse me, Miss, but what time is it? I
don’t see a clock." Mary Lou said to a woman in the hall. The woman
just walked past, almost as if she never even saw Mary Lou.

"Excuse me! Hey!" The woman still did not
notice and disappeared down the stairs. Mary Lou followed her, but
gave up so she could further explore the hotel.

People in large ball dresses and formal suits
with bow ties wandered the halls and walked up and down the stairs,
probably the visitors just coming for the occasion. Mary Lou saw
the velvet curtains and silk rugs inside one of the other open
rooms. The door was open as another bellman brought luggage up for
the new visitors. It seemed quite fancier than the last room.

Mary Lou wandered to the ballroom to see what
the occasion was, now that she knew nobody could see her. The
ballroom was different, too. There was a small stage, just as it
was in the present, but there were red stage curtains and valances.
Large Grecian columns supported the center of the room. There were
five gas chandeliers of the Colonial style, with small strands of
crystal going from the center to the candle stands. A few wood
chairs with upholstered backs and seats in red lined the walls.
Cherry-stained chair rail lined the room, and floor-to-ceiling red
wallpaper with small gold pinstripes covered the walls. There were
several large paintings. On either wall were buffets covered in
delectable and decorated foods. For a small town hotel, the
ballroom was rather fancy.

The band began to play again and everyone
started dancing. It was like a scene in a fairytale book. Mary Lou
stood in wonder and watched the elegant ladies spin. The skirts
looked like giant fabric bells and they danced so gracefully.

On the eastern side of the room near the
buffet, Mary Lou noticed a man trying to get some more food and
drink. He seemed to be drunk, since he staggered about.

Then suddenly the man bumped into the tables,
causing the stacked food and a candle to fall and alcoholic drinks
to spill. He tried to clean up the drinks as much as he could with
his handkerchiefs and managed to knock over more candles. He
appeared to have drunk far too much that day, as he staggered about
trying to clean up his mess. The whiskey continued the fire and
caught the whole table on fire. The spilled whiskey on the floor
made the fire travel the short distance to the draperies. Women
screamed in horror and the band stopped playing.

The man, staggering, ran out of the
ballroom.

"Help! Somebody call the fire department!"
One woman cried. Another attempted to run to the telephone, but
people trying to escape blocked the doorway. At this time, the
curtain swags were on fire, all the way at the ceiling.

Mary Lou stood stock-still and could not
believe she was living her dream! "I’m somehow going back in
time, so maybe the hotel won’t burn if I stop the fire now," she
said as she spotted a second punch bowl. "I— I can’t do it. There’s
no way to stop the fire!" She panicked. She could feel the coolness
of the punch bowl, but just could not move it. It was too late
anyway. All she could do was watch.

The people escaped fast, and Mary Lou heard
sirens down the street. She ran out of the building and saw the
firefighters pumping water as fast as they could. She scanned the
crowd for the drunken man, but he was nowhere to be seen.

Mary Lou walked through the building after
the firefighters and crowd left. She saw the blackened wallpaper
and smoke-damaged ceilings. It was dark inside, with only the
neighboring buildings and the moon casting glows through the spooky
building. The ballroom was in complete ruins. The beautiful inlaid
wood floors were blackened and charred. The band managed to save
only a few of the instruments, and the rest were melted and
deformed. The hotel rooms were all safe, but the hallway carpet was
destroyed.

She took time to examine the lobby. It looked
just as it was in the present, only with a few different pieces of
furniture and the lamps were not yet electrified. Most everything
was just the same. There was no sprinkler system, obviously, or the
fire would have been extinguished almost as soon as it had
started.

In the basement, it was even darker. The
boiler for the radiators was in the same room. There were gas pipes
for the kitchen stoves and lights. The building just lacked
plumbing and electricity.

She walked upstairs. The hotel had been
abandoned and boarded up. She heard the front door opening, and the
drunken man who had started the fire entered, carrying a real
estate sign with a "sold" banner under one arm.

Mary Lou watched the man as he walked around
the lobby. She wondered if it was really an accident, or if
he purposely set the ballroom in flames so he could buy the hotel,
and have everyone think it was all an accident.

She followed the man as he toured the hotel,
until he stopped at the charred ballroom. He seemed very sad. He
set his lantern on the floor and picked up a water-damaged and
wrinkled program for the "Southern Hotel’s 30th
Anniversary Ball." Mary Lou stood behind him to read the program.
On the front, there was a picture of the hotel before the fire. The
man looked about the room. Mary Lou noticed tears forming in his
eyes.

The man carefully folded his paper and put it
in his jacket pocket. He turned around and Mary Lou saw his face.
His face looked familiar, as if she had seen him in a photograph
before, but she couldn’t quite figure out who he was.

He wandered out of the room. Mary Lou watched
him as he left, still trying to remember where she had seen his
familiar face. She had a flashback from when she was a little girl
sitting in her parents’ room, looking at all the picture albums
while her parents did various jobs all day. She saw several
pictures when her dad was a young man, and those images matched the
man’s face.

She left the charred mess to follow her past
young father. She heard him slam a large book down on a desk and
went in the direction of her parents’ suite. She opened the door
and appeared in the present time. Her father sat at his desk in the
office half of his suite. He looked through his photograph album.
He also had a framed object in his hands.

She walked around the desk and stood next to
her father, who was holding a framed 1915 hotel program. "Papa, I
know the big family secret— I know about the fire. Why didn’t
anyone ever tell me?"

Papa looked up surprised and set the picture
down on top of the album. "I didn’t want anyone to know. I was
ashamed of myself for being such a foolish drunk, back in the day.
I regret every second of it, and wish I could reverse time and
change everything," he paused and sighed. "I bought the hotel after
it burned, feeling awful for what I did. I paid what it would have
been worth before the fire. I’ve kept it nearly the same because
any change would have reminded me of the fire. They thought I was
insane to pay so much, but I wanted to make it up to them, but just
couldn’t tell them why."

Mary Lou looked into her father’s eyes. "You
didn’t do it on purpose. Anyone could have knocked over a candle
and set the place in flames."

"That’s not the point. I started it
because I was drunk. My girlfriend left me two days before
the ball and I thought drinking was a good way of getting away from
everything. I drank too much before the dance and ruined the night
for everyone, especially those poor people sleeping on the top
floor. They barely made it out alive, and they weren’t allowed to
retrieve anything left in the building for days."

"Does Mama know?" she asked.

"Oh, of course. Married people never keep
anything from one another, even if it was their past," he looked
down at the framed program. "I didn’t want you to know. I wanted
the incident to be forgiven and forgotten. I really didn’t want
anyone to know."

"We all learn from past mistakes. Without
mistakes, we wouldn’t learn anything," Mary Lou said as she hugged
her father.

Papa thought about his daughter’s words.
"I’ve certainly learned from mine, and haven’t drunk a drop of
anything alcoholic since that night. How did you find out about
this to begin with?"

"I doubt if you would believe me if I told
you, anyway," she said. "You know what they always say, ‘Everything
happens for a reason.’ Let’s go down for supper. I think I smell
steak!" she said as she sniffed the air.

Mary Lou’s father left the room. She stayed
behind for a second to examine the hotel photograph on the program.
She glanced up and thought for a moment. She looked toward the door
just long enough that she thought she saw her father-from-the-past
smile at her, then disappear.

 



Hattie

"I finished writing the invitations for the
Confectionery Convention," Papa said. "Candy makers from all over
Maryland are coming here. Mary Lou, would you please deliver these
invitations to the Post Office? I gave you an extra dime so you can
get an ice cream float at the drugstore. Be back by two."

Mary Lou walked to the old post office with
large, towering columns. She said good morning to the post office
clerk, paid for the postage, and was on her way to the drugstore
for an ice cream float.

Because her parents owned the hotel, she knew
nearly every shopkeeper, doctor, and neighbor in the immediate
area, and it was a good feeling to walk into a store and know these
people like your own relatives.

"Was it time to deliver invitations again?"
Mr. James, the man behind the counter asked as he fixed a root beer
float. He knew that Mary Lou always came in for ice cream after
mailing something.

"Yep. This time it’s the Confectionery
Convention. That one is always my favorite because all the candy
makers give me free candy!" Although Mary Lou was fifteen, the
simplest pleasures of a child still excited her.

"I can just imagine that ballroom filled with
tables covered in sweets. I bet when you were young you got more
candy than any kid ever does on Halloween."

"Not quite, Mr. James," Mary Lou said
laughing. "My parents made sure I was there, greeting people, and
not eating
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