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Chapter One

 


Christmas wasn’t Alice’s favorite time of
year. The music, the lights, the forced merriment, the eating, the
drinking, the ten pounds gained, all grated on her nerves.

And she’d certainly never intended to stop in a town
so picturesque it could have been the center of a snow globe.

Especially not this year. This year she’d been
driving south, intending to get away from it all.

Until her mom had gotten word of her trip to the
sunny south. When guilt trips about not being home for Christmas
hadn’t produced the desired result, Alice was certain she’d
conspired with her aunt to derail Alice’s plans.

It all started with a simple request. Could she make
one tiny detour to pick up the gift her mom had purchased for her
aunt? It sure would save her mom a trip.

It had all seemed innocent enough, until her car had
broken down. Now she was stranded in this picturesque snow globe
town while the southern beaches languished without her.

Not only that, she was marooned in the local B&B
in a room called The Writer’s Room. Another not so subtle reminder
of her past, of chances not taken and a life not lived.

The Writer’s Room came complete with an old
fashioned manual typewriter. It came complete with a pristine
typewriter ribbon and a blank sheet of white paper, ready to use,
as if its previous inhabitant might suddenly reappear. Or perhaps
ready for guests to use should the urge to create consume them.

Well, the creative urge had deserted her some time
in college, so that was unlikely, she thought as she sat down on
the bed and cradled her head in her hands. Her life had taken
another route after that. She’d been happy with her life. She would
have been deliriously happy on a sandy beach pretending the season
wasn’t happening at all. Or possibly just delirious from all the
frozen blender drinks. Either way, this wasn’t the holiday she’d
been expecting. She raised her head and gave a deep sigh.

Whoever the writer had been, she didn’t need to keep
staring at their typewriter. She could simply put it in the closet
where it could stay for the rest of her visit.

Alice got up off the bed and walked to the small
desk. Placing her hands under the typewriter, she heaved. The huge
metal contraption refused to budge. It felt like it had been bolted
to the desk. She heaved again and earned only a sore shoulder for
her efforts.

Shaking her head, she stepped back and studied the
typewriter. She couldn’t move it, but she refused to stare at it
for the entirety of her visit. Throwing her coat over the offending
typewriter, Alice pulled out her phone and tried to salvage her
trip south.

The garage wasn’t much help. No, they hadn’t yet
figured out what was wrong with the car. It was the holidays after
all, only one mechanic was working. Maybe tomorrow.

Her travel agent informed her she’d still be charged
for tonight’s beachfront room. If she didn’t cancel the rest of her
vacation by tomorrow, she’d have to pay for the entire week.
Twenty-four hours to get herself out of this mess. She lay back on
the bed and stared at the ceiling.

The sound of typewriter keys hitting the paper
shattered the silence.

Alice froze. Her heart began racing before her
rational mind had a chance to calm it. It was only her imagination,
she told herself. The result of too much stress and too much
disappointment. Slowly she turned her head toward the desk beneath
the window, and breathed a sigh of relief.

The typewriter keys were not moving. No sound came
from the desk. Greetings echoed up from the street as neighbors
passed each other in the snow. Snow fell in large flakes, coating
the window ledge.

Alice got up off the bed and stood before the desk.
Hesitantly, she reached out a hand and yanked her coat from the
typewriter. A gasp escaped her lips. The paper which had been blank
just a moment ago now bore the words, It was a wonderful
Christmas, in crisp black type.

With a cry she crossed the room in two strides.
Hauling open the door, she raced down the stairs to the front
desk.

The front desk was really only a desk that sat at
the entrance to the parlor. And it was empty. Alice glanced around
the room. Only one guest sat before the roaring fire, calmly
reading a book. The older man glanced up as she rushed by and gave
her a non-committal smile, before returning to his book.

“Ring the bell on the desk if you need
something.”

Alice glanced down to find a small bell sitting on
the desk. She rang the bell. Twice.

Finally a harried woman arrived wiping her hands on
her apron. “Sorry about that, I was making cookies for afternoon
tea.”

Afternoon tea sounded wonderful after the day she’d
had, but first she had to deal with the haunted typewriter in her
room.

“I’d like another room, please.”

The woman finished wiping her hands and opened a
large book sitting on the desk. “I’m afraid all our rooms are
occupied. We’re a small establishment and it is the holidays…”

Alice knew she’d get a similar answer from the only
other hotel in the area. She’d already tried. She let out a long
breath. “Fine. Then could someone just come and remove the
typewriter from my room?”

The woman’s eyes widened. “Oh, you’re in the
writer’s room.”

Alice uttered another impatient sigh. “Clearly.”

The woman was still staring at her with a shocked
expression. “Oh, well, I’m afraid we can’t remove the typewriter,
it’s bolted to the desk. We wouldn’t want anyone running off with
it, after all. It belonged to Clayton Grayson, the famous writer.”
She raised her hands. “This was originally his house.” Her voice
dropped. “Before the tragic accident.”

Alice felt certain there was a story there. At
another time she would have been happy to hear it. Now, she simply
wanted some rest and a way to get to those warm beaches that stayed
tantalizingly out of reach. “Could someone please remove the desk,
then?”

If the woman’s eyes widened any further, her
eyebrows would be in her hairline. “The desk, goodness no. It’s
Clayton Grayson’s own desk and it’s extremely heavy.” She paused
and studied Alice. “It’s an honor to be given the writer’s room.
You got a generous upgrade since there were no more rooms
available.”

“It would be a generous upgrade, if the typewriter
weren’t haunted,” Alice snapped.

The woman’s eyes narrowed. Glancing from side to
side to make sure she wasn’t overheard by any other guests, she
leaned on the desk. “Did you just say haunted?”

Alice groaned. She shouldn’t have said haunted. She
should have found some other reason for needing the typewriter
removed. But she was tired and the word had just slipped out.
“Either that or someone’s playing a nasty trick on me.”

“I assure you we don’t have the time or the
inclination to play tricks on our guests. What exactly is wrong
with the typewriter?”

“It’s typing.”

“Yes, and that’s what it’s supposed to do.”

“By itself.”

“By itself,” the proprietor repeated. She gave Alice
another incredulous look.

“Come see for yourself.”

The proprietor wiped her hands on her apron again.
She glanced at the grandfather clock in the parlor. “All right
then. I have exactly five minutes before those cookies have to come
out of the oven. The other guests will be very disappointed if they
get burnt.”

“Five minutes is fine,” Alice said.

How was she going to convince the woman that she
hadn’t typed those words herself? Alice wondered as they climbed
the stairs.

She opened the door and removed her coat from the
typewriter. Standing back, she put out a hand to indicate the words
she’d seen in crisp black type.

And found instead a pristine white page.

Silence stretched between them. The proprietor
glanced from the typewriter back to Alice. “Right,” she said
finally. “I have to see to those cookies. Tea is at 5:00. Dinner at
7:00 PM.”

Alice sat on the bed and rested her head in her
hands. She was going crazy, that was the only explanation for it.
She’d imagined it all.

The click, click of typewriter keys jerked
her head up.

She rose slowly and stood before the desk. Those
words were now back on the page. She shook her head to clear the
images she was obviously fabricating, but it remained.

It was a wonderful Christmas.

Black type against a white page. Clear enough to
read. So why hadn’t it been there a moment before?

And how could someone play a joke like that on her
while she’d been sitting right there?

Alice pulled out the chair and sat down in front of
the typewriter.

Snow glittered like diamonds in the sunlight.

Alice looked beneath the chair and around the back
of the typewriter searching for anything that could have been
rigged up to make the keys work. She found nothing.

Frowning, she sat down again. Whoever was doing it
had an overly flowery style. And if they were trying to frighten
her, well she’d show them she wasn’t that easily rattled. Except
that she was.

She hit the carriage return and advanced the paper
back to the margin, then rolled it back to the line of type.
Holding down the shift key, she put a line of dashes through the
type before adding her own text.

Zoe had always despised Christmas. It was a time of
commercialism and forced merriment, a time that only exacerbated
feelings of loneliness.

She put her hands in her lap and waited.

The carriage moved.

Wow, cynical much? Not to mention you’re sitting in
my chair.

Alice leapt from the seat. The backs of her legs hit
the side of the bed and she sat down hard.

“Who are you?” she asked the silent air. No one
answered.

Cautiously she got up and approached the typewriter.
Taking care
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