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SPIRIT OF THE KEYS 
by Chester S. Geier 

 
Kirby's typewriter was no ordinary typewriter—it seemed to have a strange power . . . 

 
IRBY heard the rhythmic clatter of a 
typewriter as he walked down the hall 
toward his apartment door. He paused 

with his hand on the knob and listened, 
smiling, forgetting the anxiety that lay like a 
dark weight over his mind. 
 It was his typewriter, of course. And 
the sound it was making meant Elaine was 
using it. She would be writing a note as she 
often did when he was out. She would leave it 
in the cylinder for him to read when he sat 
down to resume work. He knew it would seem 
a silly note to an outsider, yet there would be a 
significance in it for him—a significance and 
a wonder, the thought of which, even now, 
brought an aching tightness to his throat. 
 He could picture her before the 
machine, her small face a study in 
concentration, her slim fingers flashing 
nimbly over the keys. Her dark hair would be 
tumbled over her forehead, her gray eyes 
would be bright, and her red lips would be 
curved in a smile half mischievous and half 
tender. There would probably be a smear of 
flour over her pert nose. 
 She had evidently just returned from 
her job at the insurance office, where she 
worked as a typist. Her hat, coat, and purse 
would be scattered about the room. Supper 
would be cooking on the tiny stove in the even 
tinier kitchenette, and the table would be set 
for two. He could envision these details with 
the vividness of one for whom two months of 
married life still holds many novelties. 
 Sudden pain touched Kirby. Pain that 
Elaine had to work at all, pain that the queer 

slump in his own work made it necessary. He 
didn’t know what was wrong, but it had 
become difficult to write. Not so long ago, he 
had been turning out stories with almost 
ridiculous ease. But now, when production 
counted most, his creative energies seemed to 
have deserted him. 
 He knew that worrying over the 
situation had made it worse. He had lost his 
touch, become confused and uncertain. Such 
few stories that he managed doggedly and 
laboriously to force out on to paper met with 
rejections. Even the typewriter on which he 
worked seemed to have turned against him. It 
had become unresponsive, strangely awkward 
to use. 
 During the last few weeks his 
difficulties had grown to such proportions that 
there were times when he found it impossible 
to remain before the typewriter at all. Today 
had been one such time. In despair, he had 
gone for a walk, hoping that exercise would 
ease the growing strain within him. Only the 
thought of what Elaine would have said had 
prevented him from getting thoroughly drunk. 
 

EYOND the door the typewriter was still 
clattering. Kirby  straightened his 

shoulders and forced the bitterness from his 
face. Elaine was probably aware of his 
torment, but he wanted to spare her the full 
impact. He let himself into the apartment, 
walking toward the corner of the living room 
where he had his desk. 
 He stopped. It was as if a wall had shot 
up before him. 
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 The typewriter was on the desk. It was 
a late model, streamlined and sleek, and it was 
clattering away briskly, the keys jerking up 
and down, the type bars rising and falling in a 
swift blur. A sheet of paper was rolled into the 
cylinder, already half-filled with typed words. 
 But Elaine was not seated at the desk. 
There was no one at the desk. Except for 
himself, the apartment was empty. 
 Kirby stared, his spare face a wildly 
twisted mask. The machine was being used. 
That was apparent. Yet nobody was in 
evidence who might be doing so. 
 He stood there for a long time, 
watching the impossible from wide, 
disbelieving eyes. Finally, walking as though 
in a trance, he went to the desk. He bent 
slowly to read the neat, single-spaced lines 
that covered the sheet in the machine. 
 As he read, there was a final clatter of 
keys and type bars, and the machine became 
silent. Its message had been completed. 
 When Kirby reached the end of the 
note, he slumped dazedly into the chair before 
the desk. His face was pale and blank with 
shock. His eyes were fixed and glassy. In his 
mind wild thoughts were churning with the 
turbulence of a maelstrom. 
 Only one fact stood out clearly. Elaine 
was gone. And if the note was to be 
believed—the note which, to all intents and 
purposes, had typed itself—he would never 
see her again. 
 It was a scant four months ago that a 
knock on the door had first brought Elaine 
into his life. He had been working on a story, 
then—one of the first of those stories which 
had become so oddly difficult to write. He had 
been annoyed as he had gone to answer the 
door. With the story troubling him, he had 
been in no mood for visitors. But his 
annoyance had vanished swiftly when he saw 
Elaine standing in the hall. 
 Even at that first glimpse, something 

about her caught at him with an instant appeal. 
She was so much like the girls he described in 
his stories, slim and fine, with eyes that were 
clear and direct, and small, regular features 
that spoke of intelligence and sweetness. It 
was almost actually as though he had known 
her always, but was meeting her for the first 
time only now. 
 She was dressed in a simple gray suit, 
with a tiny flowered hat perched saucily atop 
her dark curls. Her makeup was applied 
carefully and sparingly, just enough to 
emphasize the natural piquancy of her 
features. The total effect was one of freshness 
and fashionable chic, with the subtly 
unobtrusive note that marks real taste. 
 She smiled slightly, a shy, uncertain 
smile. “Are you Thomas Kirby?” 
 “Why, yes.” Her voice, he noted, was 
low, with a faintly husky quality. Somehow he 
had sensed it would be that way, even before 
she spoke. 
 “I’m a fan of yours, Mr. Kirby. I never 
miss any of your stories. I ... well, I happened 
to be in the neighborhood, and thought I’d 
drop in. I hope you don’t mind. My name is 
Elaine Underwood.” 
 Kirby gasped and stared. “Elaine 
Underwood!” 
 Her gray eyes became puzzled. “Is 
anything wrong?” 
 “No—not exactly. It’s just a 
remarkable coincidence. You see, I’m the sort 
of person who likes to name things. I’ve 
named my typewriter Elaine—and it’s an 
Underwood.” 
 

T WAS the girl’s turn to stare. Then she 
tilted her small chin and laughed. “That 

certainly is a coincidence. I hope the 
typewriter is a nice one.” 
 “It is,” Kirby assured her. “It’s 
practically new—you know, the streamlined 
kind.” He finished in sudden embarrassment 
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as he realized that the human Elaine 
Underwood was very much streamlined 
herself. 
 The girl laughed again, and after a 
moment Kirby grinned with her. The note of 
easy humor served to weaken the barrier of 
restraint between them. Belatedly 
remembering his duties as host, Kirby saw 
Elaine settled into a chair, and then began with 
guilty haste to gather up the discarded 
garments which he had flung carelessly about 
the room. He was painfully aware that Elaine 
was watching in amusement. 
 “You’ll have to excuse the way I keep 
the apartment,” he said. “I’ve heard most 
bachelors are neat, but I’m not one of them.” 
 “That’s quite all right,” Elaine said. 
 Finally Kirby sat down in a chair 
nearby. He offered the girl cigarettes, which 
she refused. It developed that she did not drink 
either. His liking for her—already of serious 
proportions—increased. She was a charming 
contrast to the glittering, sophisticated girls he 
knew. 
 They talked. Elaine spoke of Kirby’s 
stories, which he modestly insisted were only 
fair. At one point the typewriter was 
mentioned again, and they exclaimed anew 
over the coincidence that its name should be 
so exactly identical to Elaine’s. Kirby relaxed, 
realizing with a touch of surprise that he was 
enjoying himself tremendously. 
 He found himself telling Elaine of his 
background. He had attended college for a 
couple of years, but had dropped out when the 
conviction grew upon him that literary 
craftsmanship would be best achieved through 
his own efforts. He had worked for an 
advertising agency and had done considerable 
writing for radio. In between he had managed 
to turn out a steady stream of fiction, which he 
had finally managed to sell. He had turned to 
freelancing then, his ambition. 
 Elaine smiled ruefully. “I wish I had as 
much to say about myself, but the truth is that 

I’m just starting to test my wings.” She went 
on to explain that she had been in the city only 
a short time. She had left the small town 
where she had grown up after the death of an 
aunt with whom she had been living. She had 
no other close relatives. At present, she 
confided, she was working as a typist in an 
insurance office. She was living at a hotel, but 
was looking for a small, furnished apartment. 
It was her search for this that had brought her 
into Kirby’s neighborhood. 
 “I’m glad you decided to pay me a 
visit,” Kirby said. An instant later he realized 
that his tone had been much too enthusiastic, 
for the gray eyes dropped. He added hastily, 
“It’s always a pleasure to meet people who 
claim to be fans of mine. I haven’t gotten over 
it yet.” 
 Elaine smiled and rose. “I think I’ve 
taken up enough of your time, Mr. Kirby. I’m 
sure you must be very busy.” 
 “Oh, no! Not today.” Kirby rose, too, 
trying frantically to think of some excuse 
which would keep her from leaving him too 
soon. He glanced at his watch. “In fact, I was 
just going out to supper. I’d be delighted to 
have you along.” 
 Elaine hesitated a moment, then 
accepted. Kirby excused himself to change 
into more presentable clothes. Knotting his tie 
before the mirror in the bedroom, he stared 
wonderingly at his reflection. 
 “Know what’s happened, you poor 
hack?” he whispered. “You’re in love, that’s 
what! You’re in love!” 
 Kirby chose a small, quiet restaurant 
where the lights were soft and the food 
definitely better than average. He didn’t 
remember what he ordered. He hardly knew 
that he ate at all. He was conscious only of 
Elaine. 

H
 

ER low, faintly husky voice fascinated 
him. He found the play of expression 

across her small features entrancing. He noted 
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that she spoke simply and quietly, her mood 
ranging from seriousness to bubbling humor. 
And he was delighted to learn that they liked 
the same foods, the same books and movies, 
and that they shared even the same political 
views. 
 It struck Kirby suddenly that the 
number of coincidences surrounding Elaine 
Underwood verged on nothing less than the 
miraculous. But then she laughed over some 
remark she had made, and suspicion left him 
in a fresh wave of wonder. 
 When at last they strode from the 
restaurant, Kirby was still reluctant to have 
Elaine leave. “The evening’s still young,” he 
said. “What do you say to taking in a movie?” 
 Elaine shook her head slowly. “You’ve 
already been very kind. I wouldn’t like to take 
up any more of your time.” 
 “You haven’t been taking up my 
time,” Kirby protested. “Why, I haven’t 
enjoyed myself so much in years.” 
 Elaine shook her head again, 
regretfully. “I really must go.” 
 “... Well—look. Can I take you to your 
hotel? And will you let me see you again?” 
 “Yes.” She smiled suddenly and 
touched his arm. “I—I had been hoping you 
would ask.” 
 He saw her with increasing frequency 
after that. And two months after the day he 
had met her, they were married. The fact that 
Kirby already had an apartment left them with 
no housing problem. Elaine began at once to 
make the improvements which spelled all the 
difference between home and merely a place 
to live. She did much scrubbing and polishing 
and rearranging of furniture. She performed 
little miracles with paint and gay fabrics and 
cleverly placed knick-knacks. To Kirby the 
total result was breath-taking. His awe of 
Elaine grew, for she had proved to be an 
excellent cook as well. If it weren’t for the 
difficulties he was beginning to have with his 

writing, he would have considered his new 
existence completely perfect. 
 At first Kirby had wanted Elaine to 
quit her job, but she had quickly asserted her 
more practical nature. She had been aware 
even then of his writing troubles, and she had 
insisted on working until he overcame them. 
 “Besides,” she had added, “I’d soon 
get in your hair if you had me around every 
day.” 
 Kirby’s denial had been quick and 
vehement. “If you ever got in my hair, it 
would be from not having you around.” 
 It had been impossible to argue with 
Elaine. She had kept her job, and Kirby had 
settled down to tackle the complications that 
had so strangely crept into his own work. 
 He had failed. Two months had 
passed, and his efforts to fight free had only 
left him more hopelessly entangled. He 
couldn’t understand what had happened to 
him. He knew only that he had become unable 
to write. And somehow he felt that his 
typewriter was involved. He couldn’t have 
explained why, except that it seemed the 
machine had become queerly difficult to 
operate, making it impossible for him to set 
down his thoughts quickly and in logical 
order. 
 Through it all, Elaine had been 
understanding and kind. She had even seemed 
to feel that she was to blame for Kirby’s 
stalemate. Kirby had denied it vigorously, but 
he knew he hadn’t convinced her. Tormented 
by his incompetence, worried about Elaine, 
seeing the money he had managed to save 
dwindle to the vanishing point, Kirby had felt 
the situation building up to the pitch of an 
explosion. 
 He hadn’t been wrong. The explosion 
had come. Even more disastrously than he had 
expected. 
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EATED now before the desk, Kirby 
glanced at the sheet of paper in his hand. 

He read it again, hoping against futile hope 
that his eyes had somehow betrayed him the 
first time. 
 “Dear Tom: When I came home this 
evening and found that you were still unable 
to work, I realized that I couldn’t keep up the 
pretense any longer. In the two months that 
have passed, I’ve watched your suffering grow 
steadily worse. I just couldn’t bear it any 
more. For your happiness and mine, it’s best 
that I ... go back. 
 “It’s all my fault, Tom dearest. I had 
been warned that this would happen. He—you 
might call him the Spirit of Creation, to give 
Him a name—told me wouldn’t be good for 
you. Not in this . . . aspect. 
 “It’s so difficult to explain, Tom. I just 
haven’t your cleverness with words. But I’ll 
try, knowing how utterly impossible and 
fantastic it will seem. You see, Tom, 
everything possesses what has been called a 
soul. Everything, Man is not the only creation 
favored in this respect. Anything that is 
created is automatically given a soul. This 
means that the things created by Man himself 
also have souls. For energy is expended in the 
process of creation. This energy remains a part 
of the thing created, and becomes its soul. 
 “A typewriter, Tom, has a soul. It is 
not simply a lifeless object. It takes on life 
from the life which created it, and lives on 
through the life of the life using it. There is 
actually much more in the affection of a 
craftsman for the tools of his trade than is 
generally suspected. 
 “I, Tom dearest, am not only the aspect 
you knew as Elaine, the girl who became your 
wife. I am also your typewriter. 
 “Yes, Tom, incredible as it may 
seem—your typewriter. I fell in love with you. 
So madly in love that I was no longer satisfied 
to serve you as a machine. I grew unhappy. If 
I couldn’t be near you in the human aspect, 

existence would have become meaningless, a 
torture. 
 “The Spirit of Creation took pity on 
me. He offered to help, though be warned me 
of the consequences. But I was willing to risk 
anything. So he gave me a new aspect—the 
human aspect you knew as Elaine Underwood 
You must realize now that my name was no 
coincidence. I was an Underwood 
typewriter—and you named me Elaine. 
 “But with my soul gone from the 
machine, you could no longer write. The 
reason is that I was no longer co-operating 
with you. To all intents arid purposes, the 
typewriter had ... died. This is the explanation 
why a man cannot work on one machine, 
though he can work on another of an exactly 
identical type. 
 “I could see that you were growing 
increasingly more worried and miserable, 
Tom. I was afraid that something terrible 
would happen. There was only one solution. I 
had to return to my old aspect. 
 “So I am still with you. Here, on your 
desk. It is the only way I can help. So write, 
Tom, and I’ll be working with you. Together 
we’ll turn out that best-seller yet. 
Elaine.” 
 
 Kirby looked up from the note. His 
eyes settled upon the typewriter. On a sudden, 
wild impulse his hands shot out and closed 
about the smooth metal frame. He shook the 
machine as one might have shaken human 
shoulders.  
 “Elaine!” he cried. “Come back! Come 
back!” 
 There was no answer. The typewriter 
remained as silent as it had been since 
completing the note. Kirby’s hands fell away. 
He stared at them, surprised and puzzled by 
his action. He brushed a hand dazedly across 
his face. He told himself it was all a mad 
dream. Elaine had been real—as real as any 
girl he had ever known. And a typewriter was 
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just a machine, a thing of springs and cogs, of 
keys and rubber rollers. A typewriter had no 
life—no soul. 
 Yet... yet a typewriter can’t operate by 
itself, and he had seen the machine typing the 
note—typing with no one at the keyboard. He 
recalled it too vividly to decide that his eyes 
had somehow been tricked. 
 And there was the uncanny similarity 
of names between the human and mechanical 
Elaine Underwoods. Too great a similarity for 
mere coincidence. Suddenly Kirby 
remembered that Elaine—the human Elaine—
had been very much like the girls in his 
stories. She had looked the same, dressed the 
same, thought and spoke the same. Here, too, 
was a similarity too great for mere 
coincidence. 
 The mechanical Elaine would have 
known his preferences, of course. She would 
have wanted her human aspect to appear as 
nearly as possible like the girls Kirby 
described in his stories. 
 

IRBY rose and began pacing the floor. It 
was no mad dream, then. Incredible and 

fantastic as it seemed, the note described 
things which had actually happened. He had to 
believe. For Elaine hadn’t returned home. 
Elaine was gone. He would be able to write 
again—but the only aspect of Elaine that he 
wanted was gone. 
 He wondered suddenly. Elaine was 
gone—but was she gone irretrievably, beyond 
hope? Wasn’t there some way he could bring 
her back? 
 He searched his mind desperately. He 
paced and smoked, lighting one cigarette from 
the stub of the last. He could think of no 
solution, though something that might have 
been the answer danced with mocking 
elusiveness in a far corner of his mind. 
 Finally, in utter despair, he picked up 
the note and read it again. He smiled in abrupt 

triumph as his eyes came to a line whose 
significance had escaped him the first two 
times. He knew now the elusive something 
that had been in his mind. It was something 
that would bring Elaine back to him—if it 
worked. 
 He glanced at his watch. He saw with 
relief that it wasn’t too late. There was still 
time to put his plan into action. 
 He hurried from the apartment. 
Outside he caught a cab and snapped an 
address at the driver. His destination was a 
shop where he would be remembered from his 
last purchase. He didn’t have enough money 
with him for the one he intended to make now, 
but he felt certain that a down-payment would 
be sufficient. 
 It was. The owner of the shop had not 
forgotten Kirby. 
 A short time later, with his purchase 
resting on his knees, Kirby was in another cab, 
on his way back to the apartment. His pulses 
raced with excitement. Yet he felt a cold 
undercurrent of dread. He couldn’t overlook 
the possibility that his idea might be wrong. It 
was the only hope he had left, and he told 
himself desperately that it had to work. 
 Immediately upon reaching the 
apartment, Kirby placed his purchase upon the 
desk and removed the cover. At a casual 
glance, it was hard to tell the two typewriters 
apart. Kirby touched the newest one and spoke 
slowly, gravely. 
 “I name you Elmer—Elmer 
Underwood. I’m going to learn to work with 
you, and you’re going to learn to work with 
me. We’re going to be good friends. Together 
we’ll write a lot of stories. Good stories. And 
after a while we’ll write a bestseller. Do you 
hear me, Elmer?” 
 The carriage moved. It might have 
been the result of Kirby’s fingers slipping to 
touch the space bar, but he took it as an 
answer. 

 K
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 He turned to the other machine—the 
machine that was Elaine’s mechanical 
aspect—and he spoke again, his voice now 
soft and urgent. 
 “Elaine, you’re free. Do you 
understand? You don’t have to serve me as a 
machine any more. You can be with me as 
you were ... as you always wanted to be.” 
 He watched the door and waited, cold 
tendrils of uncertainty writhing in his mind. In 
her note Elaine had written that lack of co-
operation—of soul—was the reason why a 
man couldn’t work on one machine, though he 
could work on another of an exactly identical 
type. This had given him the idea of buying 

another typewriter—a typewriter that would 
co-operate with him—thus making it possible 
for Elaine to return to her human aspect. But 
he wasn’t sure he would succeed. 
 He waited. . . . 
 It wasn’t until he heard the clatter of 
high heels in the hall, it wasn’t until he heard 
the click of a key in the lock, and it wasn’t 
until Elaine ran sobbing across the room and 
into his arms, that Kirby knew his plan had 
worked. He held her tightly, his happiness wet 
on his face, and she was as firm and warm and 
real as the human Elaine he had always 
known. 

 


