
 

 

 

 

THE UNDERWOOD 

Daniel A. Middleton 

 

Michael Sapir stood with his eyes closed lightly, fingers playing over the cool metal keys. 

They, along with the rest of the ancient typewriter’s matte surfaces, were wiped clean to present a 

more appealing image – and a faster sale – even though dust could still be seen, thick as mold with 

years of neglect, on the thin steel of the letter bars beneath.  

Still, Michael thought, tapping the keys lightly to check the feel as a musician might caress 

the keys of an old piano, testing the resistance and the play, the old machine still seemed 

serviceable, especially when one considered its age. 

The Underwood Noiseless Portable was antique by any standard, but positively ancient 

compared against  current technology, and decrepit cousin to the sleek electric machines. 

Michael had already made several passes past the machine, checking it out with sidelong 

glances – touching it, testing it – but, he hoped, without displaying an interest keen and obvious 

enough to raise the price. Forty-five dollars. Firm. 

Michael had risen early to get to the yard sale, but it was already hot and the elderly woman 

presiding over the sale was in no mood to dicker. She had no intentions of sitting around in the sun 

all day long. The old typewriter had been stored away in her attic as long as she could remember, 

she’d had her grandchildren drag it out here with the rest and had priced it to sell.  

Forty-five bucks, take it or leave it. 
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Besides, this particular model was a real antique, and she knew she could get more if she 

wanted to invest the time, which she didn’t. The proceeds from the sale and others around town – 

organized by her church’s Building Committee – were to raise money for a new Fellowship Hall, 

and she needed the money now.  

Besides, the old Underwood came with memories ... memories she was happy to forget, and 

the sooner, the better. 

Michael make a great show of checking to make sure it had all its parts, more for the benefit 

of the old woman than himself, and then checked his wallet. Forty-five bucks would leave him with 

just enough for gas to make it home, but this was an investment, he reminded himself, an 

investment in his future. 

He had plans for this old Underwood. 

Michael Sapir was a writer ... well, wanted to be a writer anyway, he corrected himself as he 

counted out two twenties and a five into the outstretched hand, and the Underwood was his ticket to 

making that ‘want’ a reality.  

Michael already had ideas – hell’s bells, he had tons of friggin’ ideas – he just had trouble 

getting them down on paper in a way that reflected his vision. It seemed something always 

happened to the words on the way to the page, the product falling short of the promise. It was 

incredibly frustrating, but the very act of writing seemed to change things, seemed to water down 

his words until they were just a pale shadow of his ideas. 

He tried different tools as a artist might try different media, searching for one that matched 

their expression. Oils and clay, watercolors and print – a master in one might be hopelessly inept in 

another, and to Michael, the same rule held true in writing. 

All he needed to do was to find his medium. 
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Through trial and error he had learned his computer wasn’t it. It wasn’t that he hadn’t tried, 

and given it an honest effort, but it had always seemed more suited for e-mail and the internet than 

for serious writing.  

Michael had always laughed at writer’s block, but staring up at the flat screen monitor, the 

bare white pixeled pages of Microsoft Word staring back, taunting him – waiting for him to create 

something – he could almost feel the ideas dry up, and what had seemed so vibrant in Michael’s 

imagination turned to dust on the monitor.  

From keyboard to printer to trash, and just that fast. 

Not even worth a rewrite. 

And then one day, he realized what the problem was. It wasn’t the story in his head, but his 

image of what a writer should be, an image unconsciously created by writers Michael had grown up 

wanting to emulate: Faulkner and Hemingway and Steinbeck ... hell, even Mickey Spillane. The 

problem was Michael Sapir’s image of The Writer, the archetypal image burned into his heart and 

represented as a tireless wordsmith, dedicated and passionate, hunched over a typewriter to pound 

out his work, and braced by strong liquor, stale coffee and harsh cigarettes. 

It was an image the soft, nearly noiseless padding of a computer keyboard did nothing to 

foster. 

As an experiment, Michael found an old Smith-Corona stored away in his mother’s attic and 

knocked out a story just to see how it fit. It was an idea he’d been playing with for months, looking 

for a hook, but as soon as the first sheet of paper was fed into the old machine, he had it. Words 

seemed almost to fall onto the page, encouraged by the tap-tap-tapping of keys striking the platen. 

It was the sound, Michael decided, of work. 
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It had been the problem all along: to Michael Sapir, the computer represented busy work, 

pushing pixels around on a monitor. Everything seemed virtual, there was nothing being made, 

nothing created.  

Creation required sound effects: the pounding of hammers on steel, the cough and chug of a 

steam locomotive, the creak of a leather harness, ropes groaning against block and tackle ... 

The clicking and tapping of thin metal keys against crisp linen paper, the sound padded only 

slightly by the soft rubber of the platen, the mechanical shift of the basket at the touch of the shift 

key creating capital letters, and the final ‘DING’ – a crystal bell on a crisp winter morning – striking 

the lever back for carriage return. 

It was the soundtrack for creation. 

The only problem with the old Smith-Corona was a bent letter bar, transforming the ‘O’ into 

something more like a backwards facing ‘C.’ Michael had wrestled with the arm, trying to 

physically twist it into place, but ended up instead with a crescent-shaped non-letter that faced right 

or left at random. 

He had finished his short story – finished it masterfully, Michael thought, congratulating 

himself on discovering the secret – but only after he had gone back through to fill in all the broken 

Os by hand. It was a tedious process, lending itself not at all to the important work that Michael 

Sapir had planned. 

Visiting his mother for Sunday dinner, he had discussed his frustration, and it was his 

grandmother who had tipped him to the yard sale the following weekend; she remembered a friend 

who was putting an old typewriter on the block, one that had belonged to a brother – his name was 

Michael, too, coincidentally – back during the war. 
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He had come to the sale not expecting much, only to be surprised at what he found. He 

recognized the old machine right away from having seen one just like it only months before. 

It was at Rowan Oak, the home of William Faulkner, and part of a personal tour of Southern 

writers Michael had made the previous summer. Mostly local, he had toured the Carl Sandburg 

House over in Flat Rock, North Carolina and Thomas Wolfe’s home in Asheville; the drive down to 

Faulkner’s home in Oxford, Mississippi had been the longest leg of the trip.  

The typewriter sitting before him now – displayed on a folding plastic table on suburban 

front lawn, and surrounded by broken Barbies, mismatched dinnerware and boxes of used books 

and old forty-fives – was unbelievably the same model as one he’d seen on display in Faulkner’s 

study: an Underwood Noiseless Portable. 

He saw the machine as an omen, and snatched it up right away.  

The machine had nothing to do with Faulkner, of course, other than being of similar make, 

but the old Underwood had a story of its own. 

 

Sgt. Michael Friedman had learned a valuable lesson following his enlistment in late 1942: 

never tell the Army you can type - hell, never tell the Army anything. While his friends had all gone 

off to Basic Infantry Training, Michael had been issued a typewriter just prior to deployment in 

North Africa in the spring of ‘43. 

The Underwood Noiseless Portable was popular among correspondents in the Second World 

War – the same model used by Ernie Pyle – because of its dependable reliability, and the box-like 

cover that fastened onto the permanent base, making the whole thing portable.  
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A big plus in a job that followed the fighting wherever it happened to be, in the closing days 

of the war – with the Italians routed and the Germans in retreat – you had to move pretty fast just to 

keep up. 

Friedman was attached to the 45
th
 Infantry Division – called the ‘Thunderbirds,’ after their 

unit insignia –  from their ‘stepping off’ in Allied-controlled French Morocco in June of 1943, 

through Sicily and the violence of Anzio in ’44, and then finally as a part of Operation Dragoon, the 

Allied invasion of Southern France, in August of that same year. 

And it was in France, just northwest of Marseilles in the tiny French village of Salon-de-

Provence, during a lull in the house-to-house fighting, where the war finally ended for Mike 

Friedman. 

The fighting around the tiny village was over, the resistance that had remained destroyed or 

routed, and the French villagers, under the thumb of both the Germans and the Vichy French since 

the war began, welcomed them as liberators. Most of the division was standing down, more 

interested in the offered bread and wine, and offers of ‘d’leau chaud’ – hot water – for baths and 

shaving, a few patrols still moved house to house, uncovering pockets of resistance around the 

Collegiale St. Laurent, a beautiful fourteenth century Gothic cathedral. 

Looking for a place to set up shop, Friedman had found a spot in the lee of one of the 

collegiate’s walls, out of the sun and out of the way of the combat teams still out mopping up 

isolated resistance – handfuls of enemy fighters, trapped in the retreat and in hiding, and resisting 

only because there was no way out.  

He had no way of knowing that the small courtyard, chosen for its solitude, was exposed to 

one of these ‘pockets of resistance.’  
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Michel Landry, was trapped and isolated – both physically, atop a destroyed bell tower, and 

by alliances he had made in the early days of the war, when the German war machine had appeared 

invincible and L'État Français – Vichy France – had allied with Berlin. Just a teenager when he had 

joined the hated Milice, his government’s ultra-rightwing paramilitary organization, Michel had 

been attracted by the power and cruelty that would make the Milice more despised even than the 

German Gestapo. 

But that power had vanished almost virtually overnight with the invasion, on two fronts, by 

the Americans and the British. But worse were the Forces Françaises Libres - armies of De 

Gaulle’s government-in-exile – who had landed with the British, causing Michel to fear the Cross of 

Lorraine – the insignia of the Free French fighters – even more than he did the British and 

Americans. 

The Americans and the Brits could only kill or capture him, the Free French were more 

likely to turn him over to their countrymen, and Michel had no illusions about what they would 

mean: denouncement and humiliation, beatings – and probably torture – a summary trial and then 

execution. 

He was no longer hunter, but the hunted, cornered him here with his rifle and a pitiful 

handful of shells in the half-destroyed bell tower of a burned-out church, abandoned by the others 

who had left him here with a pat on the shoulder and the admonition ‘ne jamais abandonner,’ 

before slinking away to find hiding holes of their own. 

‘Never give up.’ Michel scoffed, as though he had a choice. 

He raised up slightly to peek over the balustrade, and was surprised to find a lone American, 

leaning back against the wall of the Collegial, unconcerned and unaware, and perched there on his 

knees ... 
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Michel shifted his position, sitting up to get a closer look. Was that a typing machine? The 

incongruity only fueled Michel’s frustration at his own condition, and his hatred of a man he didn’t 

even know.  

Here he was, cornered like a rat in these broken ruins, without hope and waiting for 

discovery and the death that would follow, while the American below him – Michel would have 

guessed him to be American, even without the uniform, simply from his arrogance in the face of a 

war spinning all around him – had the leisure to write? 

The thought focused him, and Landry raised himself up onto one knee, keeping to the 

shadows as he searched the surrounding buildings for danger and finding none. The Americans had 

moved off down the lane. 

The report of his rifle would alert them, but he would be found him eventually anyway, just 

as well to tell them now where he was ... 

And reward one of them at least for their ‘liberation.’ 

Kneeling back, well away from the parapet where he might be seen, Michel brought his rifle 

up, centering the fine crosshairs of the sniping scope on the American’s head. There, just behind the 

ear, where the bullet would tear apart the spinal cord to kill him instantly.  

He settled the smooth stock of the sniping rifle against his cheek. A Fusil Automatique 

Mle1917, chambered in 8mm, it had been his prize, lovingly cared for throughout the war, and soon, 

Michel suddenly realized, to become nothing more than a souvenir, taken by one of the bastard 

Americans. One more reason to hate them. 

He sighted on his target one last time, exhaling slowly to steady his hand, and squeezed back 

gently on the trigger. 
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Mike Friedman never heard the shot that knocked him back hard against the wall of the 

cathedral, throwing his body violently back and sending the Underwood tumbling from his knees. 

He died instantly, unaware of the panic of combat teams converging on the cathedral, kneeling to 

check on him – knowing there was no hope – and then sweeping the surrounding buildings for the 

sniper that had fired the fatal shot. 

Friedman had chosen the courtyard randomly, unfamiliar with the cathedral’s history and 

never realizing where he was, looking simply for a quiet spot to work on his final, unfinished story 

describing the liberation of Salon-de-Provence.  

But just the other side of the wall that had braced Friedman’s back, and separated by the 

stone foundation, was the resting place of another writer. Translated into nearly every language 

from its original confusing mix of French, Latin, Green and Provençal, the writing was composed 

into quatrains, argued over by scholars and critics for centuries, and yet even now as obscure as it 

was famous.  

Fate had forced the death of Mike Friedman, at the hand of Michel Landry, over the resting 

place of another Michel, this one the sixteenth century seer and prophet,  Michel de Nostredame. 

 

Michael Sapir had packed the old Underwood up and brought it home, where it was 

dismantled – as much as his unfamiliarity with the machine and caution would allow – and 

thoroughly oiled and cleaned. The purchase price had included the case – a box-like configuration 

that locked onto the base of the machine, and a box of ribbons, although these were so old that he 

was skeptical that the ink was still viable. 
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He cleared a spot on a low corner table and pulled up his most comfortable chair. Feeding 

his first sheet into the roller, he set it beneath the paper bail, manually set the margin tabs and 

settled back to strike the first key. 

He was surprised to find he was holding his breath. 

Now is the time for all good men to come to the aid of their party. 

It was something his grandmother had mentioned that Sunday when telling Michael about 

the typewriter, a phrase used to teach touch typing when she was a girl. It was designed to improve 

the dexterity of the fingers by using all of the most common keys. 

Michael didn’t know about that one way or the other. What he did know was that the tap-

tapping of the keys against the coarse linen paper and muffled by the carefully-controlled strike 

against the platen was a symphony. He would happily ‘now is the time’ for hours just to hear that 

sound. 

He was surprised also to find the ink not only still good, but vibrant. A dark ebon muted by 

the absorption into the fibers of the page. 

Michael leaned in to smell the ink and the oil, and realized at that point he was home. 

He hit the carriage return, luxuriating in the sound of the tiny bell, and signed his name to 

his first Underwood piece: Michel Sapir. 

He glanced down again: his first page, and his first mistake. He was sure he’d struck the ‘a’ 

key, but sometimes these old machines – especially the old manuals – could be tricky. Too easy to 

strike two keys simultaneously, only to lose one of them in their race to the paper. 

Oh well, he had bought a whole box of Wite-Out, not that he expected many mistakes, only 

that he thought it might be a good idea to maintain a stock of correction fluid and ribbons. He feared 

that the ribbons, especially, would be hard to find, and had actually Goggled a site on the internet 
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that sold them, striking him as vaguely anachronistic – using a twenty-first century technology of 

gigabytes and fiber optics to track down supplies for something manufactured before Pearl Harbor. 

He unscrewed the top of the tiny plastic bottle, leaned in to sample the Wite-Out’s acetone 

bouquet, and then dragged the narrow brush along the lip of the bottle, squeezing off the excess.  

A little dab, and ‘Michel Sapir’ was gone as surely as though it never existed. 

Well, except for the wet lumpiness drying on the surface of the paper. He fanned the page 

with his hand, and then leaned forward, blowing lightly to hurry the process along. 

He waited until he was sure it was dry, and then retyped his name. Slowly this time. He was 

anxious to see how it looked there on the page. 

Michel Sapir. 

What? No way. This time he was sure he’d typed it correctly. He reached into the works and 

pulled up the letter arm of the ‘a’ key. It looked normal enough, but he gave it a quick swipe with a 

oiled rag just in case, then lightly pressed the key several times to check the movement of the arm. 

Then he tried again. Michael Sapir.  

Okay, probably just a fluke, keys sticking or something, but whatever the problem was 

before, it seemed to be working just fine now. Michael breathed a quiet sigh of relief, remembering 

the battle he’d had with the Os on the old Smith-Corona. 

He checked his watch. It was getting late and he reached up to turn out the light, smiling a 

pleased little smile that all he had to do to ‘turn off’ the Underwood was to walk away. A simple 

machine from a simpler time. 

He’d get a fresh start in the morning. 
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Michael had clickity-clacked through the morning on the old Underwood, and – just as he 

had imagined – the words had almost fallen from his head onto the page, weaving themselves 

flawlessly into his first story on the new machine, the tapping keys leaving a black and white trail of 

literature in their wake. Page after page with never a mis-struck key, no misspellings and no 

mistakes.  

Rolling the platen knob forward to release a filled page, Michael stacked it with the others 

on the corner of the desk and fed in another, amazed by how well this was going. He glanced over 

at the box of correcting fluid – still unopened, save the single bottle used on the only mistake so far 

in nearly thirty pages – and wondered if he’d wasted twenty-five bucks on the ten-pack.  

Probably should have saved the money for ribbons. 

It was nearly noon when he finished, and typed his very first Underwood ‘THE END,’ 

rolling out the final sheet and stacking it with the rest. He took the pages in his hands and bumped 

them together on the top of the desk, straightening the thirty-odd double-spaced pages into a neat 

stack before laying them carefully beside the typewriter.  

Other than coffee, Michael had skipped breakfast, and so decided to fix himself a sandwich 

and wind down with a little TV before reading over the first draft, scanning for misspellings or 

mistakes that he already knew he wouldn’t find. 

It was the perfect system, he could feel it: brain to page to published work. Michael was 

irrationally confident it would be just that easy. Before the Underwood, writing had been a struggle, 

always searching for that word or phrase that seemed just right, and always with the uneasy feeling 

that he had fallen just short, that what he had written was always only ‘almost right.’ 

Not any more. 
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Building a sandwich of smoked ham and cheese, he dropped a handful of chips on the plate 

and carried it into the living room with a glass of milk, turned on the TV, and surfed over to one of 

the news channels. He didn’t have the energy to follow a movie or a sitcom, and the talk shows – 

well, except for Springer – were all the same. 

Then, worn out from writing, Michael settled back into the well-worn chair and drifted to 

sleep, his unfinished sandwich balanced on his lap and pages forgotten on the corner of his desk. 

 

“Bonjour, Michel.” 

Michael started awake, scattering chips and the remains of his half-eaten sandwich, 

disoriented by the sudden voice, but even more so by the language. He’d been awakened in the 

midst of a dream, something old, something French, dark and candlelit and incense and ... 

His eyes focused on Zach, his roommate, standing beside the chair. The loose pages of 

Michael’s short story were in his hand.  

Michael rubbed his open hand over his face, wiping away the last of the sleep, and 

shuddered himself into wakefulness. “ ‘Preciate the wake-up call, dude,” he said with a half-smile 

as he raked up the chips with his fingers, “... you know I almost pissed my pants.” 

Zach  laughed, “Sorry, man, I didn’t mean to scare you. I just came in from class and 

noticed your work.” He held up the papers. “So what’s with the ‘Michel’ thing ... think you’ll score 

a better chance at a sale if folks think you’re French?” 

That brought Michael fully awake. “What the hell are you talking about?” He reached for 

the papers, already knowing what he would find. 

There it was, typed neatly under the title: Michel Sapir.  
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More curious still was the header. Fanning through the sheaf of papers, and neatly typed on 

every page was name, title and page number – and every one of them, Michel Sapir.  

But this wasn’t a word processing program, the header added automatically to each page, 

this was a typewriter, an old manual, and nearly a century old. Michael had had to add the header 

information, individually and page by page, as he typed. 

That represented thirty-four ‘Michel Sapirs’ – thirty-six if you counted the title page, one in 

the header and the one beneath the story title. Absolutely no way that could have happened 

accidentally, and besides, he was almost certain he could remember typing his name – his correct 

name – on every page. 

“Got to tell you, though,” Zach continued, “You’ve got some good work there, just ...” The 

thought trailed off. 

“Just what?” Michael looked up, the weirdness of the moment forgotten in favor of what 

sounded like a critique of his work. 

“Well,” Zach began, “to be honest? Sounded a little flowery, you know? Like a straight 

news report written by someone who wants to be a novelist.” He shrugged his shoulders, “Plus, 

your point of view is all screwed up, no way you could have known what the victim was thinking ... 

so, what’s the deal? This just some kind of exercise or something?” 

Michael looked up from the papers, the mystery of the misspelled name replaced by another, 

a second mystery layered over the first. 

“What are you talking about?” 

Zach nodded at the papers, “I mean, I just kind of glanced through, but you were writing 

about that murdered coed, right? From the University?”  
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Michael had no idea what his friend was referring to. He turned his attention back to his 

story, shuffling through the pages. University? His story was about a single mom, a murder 

mystery. Fiction. 

Zach noticed Michael’s confusion and reached for the remote, “Hell, man, I just figured ... I 

mean, it’s all over the news.” He clicked the power button, and the empty screen was filled with one 

of the local anchors – the hot one, from Channel 4 – repeating the same story over and over, waiting 

for the chance to break away live if there were any new developments. 

Michael leaned forward, hearing the report for the very first time. 

The victim was a coed from the nearby State University, murdered earlier that morning. No 

witnesses and no arrests, yet – the case was still only hours old – but a ‘person of interest’ had been 

identified and detained, a friend of the victim who had worked with her briefly at her job at ... 

“Yeah, Clancy’s Tavern,” Zach interrupted, “just like your story.”  

Zach took the papers from his hand, thumbing through them while Michael concentrated on 

the news report. Finding the page he was looking for, Zach pointed out the name. 

“... where she worked as a bartender part time, supporting herself and her 

infant daughter ...” 

Single mom. 

“... while attending classes towards a bachelors degree in Criminal Justice.” 

In Michael’s short story, the victim was a rookie police officer with a young daughter, and 

holding down a second job to make ends meet. Not dead on accurate, maybe, but pretty damn close.  

He continued listening to the news, looking for more similarities. 
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His character’s name was Sarah Parker, while the real-life murder victim had been identified 

as Sarah Barker, a student living in off-campus housing with her four year-old daughter, Jessica. In 

the story, the daughter was called Jennifer, also four.  

The murder weapon had been an article of the victim’s own clothing, the killer gaining 

access through the crawlspace of an adjoining utility room and then down through the ceiling of the 

victim’s apartment, where he waited for her to return from morning classes before going back out to 

pick up her daughter at daycare. There were multiple blunt trauma injuries, although cause of death 

was determined to be asphyxiation, with one of the victim’s own stockings used as a ligature. 

Every major detail of the case followed Michael’s story almost exactly, and those facts not 

precisely the same were close enough still for Michael to believe they would fall statistically within 

any reasonable margin of error. 

Michael’s attention was drawn back to the news report. Time of death was determined to be 

approximately eleven o’clock that morning. Four hours ago.  

Michael had been working on the story all morning. By eleven, he was just finishing up.  

The bulk of the story had been written before the murder had even taken place, with Michael 

ignorant of the crime until Zach brought it to his attention minutes ago. 

“So what about it?” Zachary asked, confused by Michael’s reaction, “... you did use the 

news report, right? Some kind of exercise?” 

Michael read the concern in Zach’s question, and suddenly realized that  the obvious 

suspicion – barring some kind of Chris Angel mind game – was that he’d had something to do with 

the murder. 

Problem was, Michael was thinking along those same lines himself, but for different 

reasons. 
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“Yeah,” he answered absently, muting the news so he could think, “An exercise. You 

know,” he looked up, smiling wanly and gesturing over towards the old Underwood, “trying out the 

new machine and stuff.”  

“Yeah,” his roommate said, apparently satisfied and fishing around in the refrigerator for 

something to eat, “So, how’s that working out?” 

“Not too bad,” Michael answered, turning away to hide his concern. Gathering the pages 

together, he parked himself in front of the typewriter, regarding it with suspicion.  

The whole ‘Michel’ thing was bad enough, but now ... something pretty freaking weird was 

going on, but Michael had no idea what it might be. 

 

The next several weeks were an experiment. Writing and waiting, writing and waiting. First 

on the Underwood, then longhand on a yellow legal pad; ‘thupping’ out stories almost silently on a 

borrowed laptop and ‘ticking’ out more on his desktop. Michael even wrote a couple of stories on 

the old Smith-Corona, but didn’t bother filling in the Os. 

He wrote and waited, checking the papers and the news for anything that sounded familiar, 

then tried his best to write off those apparent hits that could be explained away as chance or 

coincidence ... most of the Underwood hits weren’t so easily explained away. 

Most of the Underwood hits were dead on. Spooky dead on.  

And the ‘Michel’ continued to pop up when he wasn’t looking, whenever the machine didn’t 

have his undivided – his absolutely undivided – attention. It was like the Underwood was watching 

him, and waiting, as well. 

Finally, in self-defense, Michael stopped writing altogether. This was just too creepy, and 

not at all what he had bargained for. 



Middleton / THE UNDERWOOD       Page 18 

 

 

 

 

His head was filled with stories and ideas in a deluge of creation he couldn’t seem to shut 

off, Michael was unable to sleep, tormented by an almost physical need to put something down on 

paper. 

Zach recognized his distress, and recognized too that it had something to do with the 

Underwood. He could see it in the way Michael avoided it. Nervous, eyes red and burning from 

lack of sleep, hands trembling from the pent up energy, he would sit across the room and stare at his 

desk for hours, refusing to talk, refusing to go out, refusing everything, and then suddenly he would 

thrust himself up from the sofa and disappear into his room. Zach could hear him locking the door 

behind him – the door lock, two security chain locks, a sliding bolt and then finally the dead bolt. 

Zach could tell that Michael was afraid, but incorrectly assumed he was trying to keep 

something out. 

Writer’s block was changing to paranoia, and it was starting to get out of hand. 

# 

The next morning Michael was up early. The dark circles under his eyes confessed his 

almost total lack of sleep, but he had decided he might as well get up early, get a head start on the 

avoidance that took up most of his day. 

Zach on his way out the door, was startled by his roommate’s appearance, and paused in the 

doorway, “Look, man, why not just get rid of the damn thing? Take a step back, y’know? Think 

about your health,” he shook his head, “You know what I think? I think maybe you’re better off not 

writing.” 

Michael admitted to thinking much the same thing, but stopped short of confiding in Zach 

that he had decided to get rid of the typewriter ... he just hadn’t decided how. 

But as soon as he was gone, Michael found himself drawn to the desk.  
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I won’t write anything, he promised himself, I just want to sit here and think ... can’t hurt 

anything to just sit here.  

Out of habit, he rolled a sheet of paper into the machine, but then noticed how bare and 

empty it looked, and he reached out to caress the keys, pressing them slightly – not enough to touch 

the page, but just to test the feel of them. 

They felt fine. 

Hell, he reasoned, this is crazy. It’s just a machine ... it’s not magic. He pressed one key 

harder than the rest, striking the paper just to make his point: one key, one letter ... he could stop 

with that, right there. No problem.  

The sound of the key striking paper brought the feeling back in a rush, the exhilaration he 

felt with creation.  

One word won’t hurt anything, he thought, A paragraph, even. Hell, I could probably write 

a whole damn page if I wanted ... who’s it gonna hurt to write one lousy page? 

And then it was as if he no longer had any control, the words spilled onto the paper and, no 

matter how light or innocent he intended his writing to be, it took only paragraphs before it turned, 

twisting itself into the violence Michael had tried to avoid. 

He decided on another experiment. First he stripped and cleaned the Underwood, and then 

pulled a book from his shelf at random and let it fall to an open page. Fresh paper, fresh ribbon, 

fresh start. Choosing a section by chance, Michael began to mechanically transcribe the words ... 

but by the end of the first paragraph, the words became his own, but without recognition. 

Reading back over what he had written, he saw the words for the very first time. 

He forced himself to other tools, paper and pen or computer – or the old Smith-Corona – 

only to find his writing completely his. He moved on from transcribing pages from a book to 
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writing on his own – anything – and from recipes to limericks to laundry lists, the dark thoughts 

never imposed.  

So it wasn’t him, it was definitely the machine. 

But he had forced himself to these other tools, and more and more he found himself 

unwilling to pull himself away, easier just to go to the machine that seemed almost to call him ... 

Michel. 

No, he willed himself away from the word, his whole body tense, resisting the name ... My 

name is Michael!  

Michel. The whisper came again, insisting. 

And then he was seated at the typewriter, his fingers playing the slick coolness of the keys, 

soft white paper loaded and waiting to take the ink. And then, his mind elsewhere, the fingers began 

to move and words to appear, the story taking shape without him. 

# 

Twenty minutes later, Michael found himself resting in his chair before the typewriter, the 

Underwood was empty, but a short stack of pages was neatly face down beside it. As he came back 

slowly – not like waking exactly, but more the sudden realization that you were daydreaming while 

doing something else, something not requiring your attention – Michael first looked around to see if 

he could get a sense of the time.  

He had no idea how long he had sat there. Hours certainly – he could tell as much from the 

angle of the sun – but, for all he knew, it might as easily have been days. 

He looked at the stack of papers. It appeared to be about twenty pages, but Michael found 

himself hesitant to count them. Counting would mean touching them, and then he would be 

incapable of stopping himself from reading them. 
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And then, there they were, in his hands. Like the story itself, it had happened without his 

having a part in the process. But now, fingering the pages and counting them silently to himself, his 

eyes played over the words. 

Train derailment. Casualties ... lots of casualties. Michael sighed heavily as he pushed 

himself away from the Underwood and went into the kitchen for a beer, turning on the television on 

as he passed.  

Time to check his work. 

When he returned from the kitchen, he settled onto the sofa and began clicking through the 

news channels, TV remote in one hand and his beer in the other. He considered the casualty figures 

and thought about the bottle Zach – a big Jack Daniels fan – kept in the cupboard. 

Already Michael was thinking a beer probably wasn’t going to do it. This looked like a bad 

one. 

But with nothing on the news, Michael let his mind seize onto the hope that the pattern had 

ended. Not that it hadn’t been real up to this point – too many similarities, too many names and 

facts very nearly dead on – but there was always the hope that, as inexplicably as it had begun, it 

would finally stop. 

Wouldn’t that be a relief? 

Maybe he’d be good with just the beer after all. 

He browsed the pages, more carefully this time, and found on page three. 

Zachary Bowden.  

His roommate’s last name was Bowen, falling within the envelope of coincidence Michael 

recognized from his earlier work. Carefully, and with a growing dread over what he would find, he 

read on. 
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The derailment was the result of a crossing accident, the train striking a stalled car and 

killing the lone occupant – the character named ‘Bowden.’ The impact caused the locomotive to 

jump the tracks and careen into the jumble of waiting commuter traffic – but that wasn’t the worst 

of it. The cars behind – including a whole line of tankers carrying caustic chlorine – left the tracks 

as well, overturning, rupturing and spilling their contents into the center of town.  

Dozens were killed outright, and many times more hospitalized, a result of the accident itself 

– the hundreds of tons of rolling stock caused a terrible mess – or from exposure to the chlorine gas 

that swept into surrounding streets and businesses. 

Michael glanced back up at the TV, still nothing. He went back to the story to find the 

accident at the crossing had involved a black Ford Explorer. Zachary drove a silver Nissan Sentra, 

but ... 

Michael got up from the sofa and went back into the kitchen, over to the counter where he 

found his keys missing, and in their place was a note: 

 

Mike, 

No gas, no cash. Late for class. 

Heard you up late last nite and figured you’d be sleeping in. Should have you car 

back by noon – pay you back before the weekend. 

Thanks man, 

Z  

He assumed Zach mentioned it before because or Michael’s state of mind. Easier to just 

leave the note. He probably thought he’d be back before Michael needed the car. 
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He glanced up at the clock over the sink. Twelve twenty-five. Zach should have been home 

nearly half an hour ago. Maybe he’d stopped off at the store or something on the way home. 

Yeah, that was probably it. 

Michael had almost convinced himself when he heard the sirens begin in the distance.  

 

Michael Sapir hadn’t slept in over a week. Bad enough when he was seeing the future, but 

more and more Michael was beginning to wonder if maybe he was creating it. 

Not predicting events, but causing them to happen. 

The idea had come about as a result of his roommate’s death. Always before, the words 

from Michael’s pages were a reflection of actual events, events found on television or in the 

newspaper almost immediately. They had already happened, just without Michael knowing about 

them beforehand. 

But the card had already been picked, so to speak, hidden behind the magician’s back and 

simply waiting for Michael to guess what it was. A parlor trick; incredibly detailed, and with 

stomach-churning results, but a parlor trick nonetheless. 

Zachary’s death, however, had changed all that.  

Zach had been killed after the story was written, and Michael’s perception of what was 

happening had changed then, as well.  

Now cause and effect had been flipped ass over teakettle, and the dread Michael Sapir had 

been plagued with was replaced by guilt. Michael had convinced himself that he hadn’t merely 

foretold Zach’s death, he had caused it ... and just as surely as if he had pushed him onto the tracks 

himself. 

Now, he was trying to decide what to do about it. 
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The old Underwood, so promising when he had first run across it at the yard sale, now 

seemed somehow ... wrong. 

Michael’s passport to a new career had instead taken his best friend and who knew how 

many others, and he found himself unwilling even to go near his desk anymore, afraid of where he 

might be drawn against his will, afraid that he would create more damage and more deaths. 

Was it the Underwood, or was it him? 

Had any of this happened before? 

 

Michael had taken a shower and tried to make himself presentable before showing up on 

Esther Simpson’s doorstep. Not a whole lot he could do about the bags and dark circles under his 

eyes, but a cold shower and a pot of coffee had startled him awake enough to at least look like he 

wasn’t on drugs. 

He didn’t want to scare the old lady away before he had a chance to ask some questions. She 

had sold Michael the old typewriter, and he hoped she would know something of its history. 

Michael patted his face lightly to put some color in his face before ringing the bell and being 

rewarded by an insistent barking just behind the door – something small and annoying. This was 

followed by shuffling and scolding as someone to shush the miniature watchdog. 

The door opened just a crack – Michael could see the security chain still in place – and part 

of a face appeared in the narrow opening. 

“Yes?” There was an old person’s fear in the question. 

“Hi there,” Michael said with a smile, not wanting to appear too anxious, “You probably 

don’t remember me, but I’m Madeline Sapir’s grandson ... Michael?” He wasn’t sure if his 
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grandmother had ever mentioned his name to her friend, “You sold me an old used typewriter a few 

weeks ago?” 

“Maddy’s grandson?” the face asked, more concerned with who he was for now than with 

what he wanted.  

“Yes ... Michael Sapir,” he said again, “I was wondering if I could ask you a few 

questions?” 

He saw her relax a bit and close the door enough to release the safety chain. When it opened 

back up, she was lightly kicking at a tiny dog – a Shih-Tzu or something, he wasn’t sure – that was 

eagerly trying to get out onto the porch and tear Michael a new ankle. 

She stepped out onto the porch and closed the door behind her. The barking went crazy then, 

but they both ignored it as Esther led her visitor over two matching wicker chairs. 

They sat briefly in an uncomfortable silence. 

“You said something about some questions?” Esther prodded. 

“Yes, ma’am, about the typewriter you sold me ...” 

She picked up immediately on the ‘you sold me’, “I was raising money for our church, you 

know?” 

“Yes, ma’am,” Michael answered. 

“... and the money has already been turned in to the Building Committee ...” 

“Yes, ma’am,” Michael answered, realizing she thought he was here for a refund, “I 

understand ...  and really, that’s not why I’m here.” 

The old woman seemed relieved, and then confused. 

“I was just wondering if you knew anything about the typewriter’s history?” 

“It’s history?” It was obvious that she knew nothing. 
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“Yes, ma’am,” he continued, still hoping to uncover something about its past, “My 

grandmother said that it belonged to your brother ...” 

“Michael.” 

“Yes?” he answered, confused by the interruption. 

“No,” she said, smiling at the misunderstanding, “My brother’s name was Michael ... just 

like yours.” She smiled more broadly, “Now isn’t that a coincidence?” 

“Yes, ma’am, it is.” Michael smiled back, wondering if it was at all. “Can you tell me 

anything about him ... I mean, you know, in relation to the typewriter.” 

Esther’s face fell, “No, not really, I’m afraid.” She looked up, “You know Michael was 

killed in France?” She said it with the understanding that everyone her age seemed to accept: 

‘Killed in France’ was shorthand for killed during the war; France just identified the ‘where.’ 

“Yes, ma’am.” Michael Sapir’d had no idea that her brother had died in the war, but decided 

that simply agreeing might move the story along. 

“He didn’t have it before the war,” she continued, speaking of the Underwood, “It was 

something the Army gave him ... you know, for his job.” 

“His job?” All of this was news to Michael. 

“Yes, he was a war correspondent,” Esther smiled proudly, “Stars and Stripes, Life 

Magazine, all over ... a few articles right here in the Independent Mail. He was in North Africa and 

Sicily, then Italy and France at the end – after the invasion, I mean. It was in France that ...” the 

thought trailed away into silence. 

“Yes, ma’am. What about his writing? Anything you can tell me about that? Anything ... 

different?” 

“Different?” 
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“Yeah, anything out of the ordinary. Anything at all.” 

Esther’s face scrunched up a bit as she tried to remember, but in the end she came up with 

nothing. Everything seemed pretty standard, pretty above board, just what ... 

“Well,” she suddenly recalled, “There was the one thing ...” 

Michael leaned forward in the big wicker chair. 

“The obituary. Now, I guess you could say that was a little different,” she was nodded her 

head as she remembered. “... a little odd, I remember we all thought at the time.” 

Michael was about to ask for details when she got up out of her chair. He was afraid she had 

told him all she intended to. 

“Wait right here,” she said over her shoulder, “I pulled down a box of his things when I 

brought down that old typewriter. Easier to show you than try to explain it.” 

Michael waited patiently, ignoring the dog yapping at the front window, and in just a few 

minutes Esther was back, balancing a largish cardboard box in her arms as she tried to keep the dog 

inside and close the door with her foot. 

She sat back down in her chair, placing the box on the porch between them. She indicated it 

with a nod of her head, “Go ahead. Poke around in there all you want, I’ll be right here if you have 

any questions.” She leaned back and tapped on the window, You hush up now! Hush up! Get back 

in your box this minute! 

The dog continued without interruption. Michael tuned him out. 

The first thing he pulled from the box was a folded banner, bordered red all around a central 

white field, with a single gold star sewn in the middle. Michael recognized it as a Son In Service 

flag. During the Second World War, the parents of servicemen would display the flags in their 
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window; a blue star represented a son in active service, a gold star – like this one – meant that the 

son had been killed in action. This would be her brother’s flag. 

Michael removed it and placed it reverently beside him on the chair. 

Next, he leaned back in to pick through clippings and newspaper articles, an old Stars and 

Stripes ... 

“That was some of Michael’s work,” Esther said quietly, “I remember when he would send 

those to momma – he sent copies of everything he wrote – and she would carry them all over the 

town, showing them off to her neighbors.” She smiled and shook her head, “She was just so proud 

of Michael ...” 

The next thing Michael pulled out was an envelope. Turning it in his hands to see the 

address, he noticed the Western Union logo and was pretty sure then what it was. It would begin 

with the words ‘We regret to inform you ...’ and then go on to tell Michael Friedman’s proud mother 

of her son’s death thousands of miles away in Europe. 

He started to say something, but Esther Simpson was leaning forward into the box. 

“This is what I was telling you about,” she said, coming up with a yellowed piece of 

onionskin, “I don’t think mama ever saw this – it came later when they shipped back all of his 

things – or, if she did, she never said anything about it. This was the one that I said was ... odd.” 

Michael placed the telegram beside the Son In Service flag and took the page carefully, 

aware that it was probably brittle, packed away in an attic for over fifty years. He felt his skin chill a 

little when he recognized the typing. 

“From your brother?” he asked quietly. Esther nodded. 

Holding it by the edges, Michael read carefully, suddenly becoming aware that ... 
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OBITUARY – all caps – Thursday, September 14th, 1944. Salon De Provence, 

France. Sgt. Michael Allen Friedman, 45th Infantry Division, Allied Command 

Europe, was killed in action. Sgt. Friedman served ... the text went of to list the 

campaigns Michael Friedman had taken part in, along with hometown information and a list of 

surviving relative.  

“This is his obituary.”  

“Yes,” Esther confirmed with a slow nod of her head, “Check the date.” 

Michael looked down. “September 14, 1945.” He looked back up, confused. 

“Now,” Esther said slowly, her eyes locked onto his, as though willing him not to miss the 

importance, “check the telegram,” she nodded at the telegram beside him, “– the day he was killed 

in action.” 

Michael knew without even looking: September 14, 1945. 

Esther reached over to take the typed sheet from his hand, turning it towards him as though 

she wanted him to read it again. “Michael wrote this himself. His own obituary, and composed on 

the day that he died.” 

“And the details are ...” 

“Completely the same, in every detail.” 

Michael needed more information. Was this a gift that Esther’s brother had, and one that 

was somehow transferred now to him through the medium of the old Underwood? Michael thought 

how crazy that sounded, only to admit that it was no more crazy than everything else that had been 

happening, the explanation no more or less irrational than any other. 

“Had Michael ever shown any prior capacity to ...” he wasn’t sure how to say it. 
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“... to predict the future?” Esther finished for him, although Michael was going to be more 

precise: ... to predict death, was what he was going to say. “Never. Not that I know of anyway, and 

Michael and I were very close.” 

Michael Sapir nodded slowly, the conversation moving away from her brother’s death as he 

helped replace his things in the cardboard box that was the record of his life.  

He had hoped for something more. 

Michael thanked her and walked back to his car. It was a rental – his had been destroyed in 

the accident that Michael was feeling more and more responsible for. But he still wasn’t certain: 

was it that things were predestined and he was somehow aware of them before they happened, or 

worse, did the Underwood give him the capacity – the curse – to cause things to happen simply by 

writing them down? 

Either way, as he pulled away from the curb, he had to find a way to make it stop. 

 

Twenty minutes later, Michael was home, still half-expecting to find Zach stretched out on 

the sofa in front of the TV with a beer and a bag of Doritos, still unable to believe what had 

happened, and more unable still to convince himself that his roommate’s death was not by his hand. 

He was unsure as yet precisely how, but guilt tugged at his conscience whenever he 

considered it. 

He walked into the kitchen to make himself a drink. Since Zach’s death, Michael had 

forgone the beer more and more often in favor of the bottle. He had finished off the one over the 

sink pretty quickly, and had since gone through a couple more – Zach’s favorite, Jack Daniels, Old 

No. 7.  
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He poured a quick one – three fingers, neat – and knocked it back, then another one with a 

little more consideration: this one in a tall tumbler, over ice with just a shot of Pepsi. He drained 

that one too, a little slower than the first, and then one more to take back with him to the living 

room. 

He settled onto the sofa and turned on the news, feeling safe since he’d written nothing in 

weeks. He grinned an idiot grin, Hell, no time to write ... too busy drinking.  

He tipped the glass in a gentle toast to his wit, and drained that one, too, the liquid crystal of 

ice ticking against the sides of the glass. 

He was bracing himself for what he’d decided to do on the way home. But he wasn’t there 

yet. 

It suddenly struck Michael that what he need with the liquor was something to eat. After all, 

if he wasn’t careful he’d be too drunk, to drive. Better hurry while he could still make it down to 

Dominos and back before the whiskey set in.   

But he’d have to hurry. 

He lurched to his feet, weaving into the kitchen to find his Hot Spot travel mug and mix one 

more for the road.  

A tiny voice in the back of his head told him to wait it out, call the pizza in. But thirty 

minutes or less ... hell, he couldn’t wait thirty minutes for a friggin’ pizza, and besides, Deleevery? 

We doan need no stinkin’ deleevery. He snickered at how dead on his Treasure of Sierra Madre 

seemed in his head ... no stinkin’ deleevery ... damn, sometimes he killed himself. 

He dropped a fistful of ice cubes into the plastic mug – and scattered twice as many more on 

the counter around it – filled it to the lip with Jack, and then took a long pull straight from the 

bottle. Smooth as glass. 
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What was that the Eagles called it in that song? Another shot of courage ... yeah, that was it. 

Courage. No shit, man. Courage enough to finally do something about that damned Underwood.  

First thing in the morning, it was going in the trash bin, but he’d take an axe to it first. 

Michael turned and raised his mug in the direction of his desk, Yes sir, I got courage enough 

for that, by God. 

But right now he needed some pizza. Nothing went with courage quite like pepperoni and 

cheese, but if he was going to make it there before Jack kicked in, well hell, he needed to get on the 

stick. 

He slid the keys from the counter, fumbled them twice, but still came up with them before 

they hit the floor. Good eye there, Mike! You don’t make a goddamn save like that if you’re drunk, 

hell, probably couldn’t a made a save like that one dead sober. He took another sip, then topped it 

off from the bottle before he snapped on the top of the mug. 

Yeah, hell, he was better’n sober. 

He jiggled the car keys towards the Underwood in the other room. I’ll be back shortly, you 

short l’il gray goddamn tappity-tap sumuva bitch ... then it’ll be just you and me, boy. He extended 

his middle finger, Courage my ass ... somethin’ I shoulda done weeks ago.  

Mike began to blubber a little, remembering he’d acted too late for Zach. If he’d taken a 

hammer to the goddamn Underwood weeks ago, Zach would still be alive. 

Michael stumbled through the living room, trying to focus. Having reached a decision, he 

was in a hurry to get back. First thing in the morning, my ass. I’m gonna take care of that little 

bastard soon as I get back. 
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He closed the door behind him and steadied himself on the railing as he staggered down the 

steps, dropping the keys again when he went to unlock the door, and then sliding into the driver’s 

seat to fumble for the ignition. 

The car grumbled to life, then jumping the curb as Michael struggled to navigate down the 

narrow driveway and into the street. Dominos just a few miles away. No problem. 

 

Behind him on the corner desk in a darkened room, Michael had missed the single sheet of 

paper rolled into the old Underwood. It wasn’t a lot, just a few short paragraphs, but with such a 

young life, really, what was there to say? 

OBITUARY – all caps – Monday, September 14th, 2009. Ansenville, North 

Carolina. Michael Allan Sapir, aged 24, was killed in a single vehicle accident 

when his car left the road traveling at a high rate of speed. Law enforcement on 

the scene indicated that alcohol might have been involved ...  

Today’s date, and funny thing was, Michael didn’t even remember writing it. 

 

 

THE END 


