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“
Don’t move. If you turn around I’ll kill you.
”

The jolt of fear at the nape of Taryn’s neck was powerful enough to pop her mouth open. She hadn’t heard a sound. But he’d sneaked up so close behind her she could smell him—and his odor was instantly, powerfully familiar.

She knew him. Soon she would be dead.
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The Guardians: A Novel

The Odor
of Violets

I
was completing my last lap of the day on the rutted cinder track when a man in a trench coat and a muffler appeared out of the fog and called my name.

“Mr. Mayo, sir?”

Not as if he knew me by sight. I was tempted to pass him by with a curt shake of the head, since at the time I was nearly three months behind on my car payments, and ripe for repossession. But immediately after calling, tentatively, to me, the man in the trench coat was taken with a fit of coughing, like a volcano trying to erupt. He leaned against the chain link fence surrounding the track and the Sprayberry College football field (“Home of the Purple Maulers”). Instinctively, as I jogged nearer, I felt that he was not going to threaten me with harsh reminders of past-due bills. He seemed to have no business being there at all, in the dank night air. Nonetheless, I stopped well short of where he stood, trying to arrest his cough, holding with one hand to the fence for support and clutching, under his other arm, a bulky manila envelope.

Jogging in place, I spoke to him. “Yes?”

He got control of himself and straightened, breathing hard. Light from the sodium vapor lamp above the end-zone gate, now almost invisible in the fast-moving fog, touched his face; it was a glowing, unhealthy shade of red, as if from St. Anthony’s fire. Although we were early into February, the air growing chillier by the minute, he was perspiring. He had a brown ruff of beard along the jawline, like a worn-out strip of welcome mat, and not much hair on his head.

“You
are
Jack Mayo—the author?”

His accent was softly southern; I was reminded of pleasant bourbon-saturated evenings in
Key West
in the company of Tennessee and dear, doomed Carson McCullers.

“Yes,” I admitted impatiently, now paying more attention to the telltale envelope he’d brought with him. He
was
of late middle age; I assumed he was not
a
student here. At least I had never noticed him on campus, or heard that distressing cough before. Sprayberry was a rather small and thoroughly déclassé institution, near the sea’s edge and forever on the brink of insolvency. “Who are you?” I inquired of him.

He spoke slowly, and in a low tone, as if constantly needing to strangle the urge to cough. “David Hallowell, sir. You have never heard of me. But I am a writer, too.”

“I see,” I said unencouragingiy, and decided to forgo the last hundred yards of my final lap. I began doing exercises so as not to cool off too suddenly and risk taking a chill. “If you’re interested in signing up for one of my seminars in creative writing, then I suggest that you contact the admissions office.”

“No, I—I don’t have time for that,” Hallowell replied, and he smiled deprecatingly before he began to cough again, into a soiled wad of handkerchief. When he regained his voice he said, “But it doesn’t matter. I have nearly finished it. My book, I mean. Another two weeks—three at the vereh most. I wanted you to see it now. Then my fondest hope is that you will be willing to advise me. I know nothing about the publishing business. I do not know what I should do next. Of course, it
will
be published. It’s good—vereh good. Superb, in fact. Yes, it should be a vereh great success.”

“Really?” I grunted, touching my toes, feeling fire in the tendons of my thighs, the old bursitis that plagued my right shoulder. I wan amused and, I suppose, a trifle irritated by his presumption. “What is it you’ve written? A novel?”

“Yes, sir. That I have.”

“You want me to read it, and find you a publisher.”

I couldn’t keep the sarcasm from my voice: too many years of practice at the expense of mediocre scribblers unable to retaliate in kind had perfected my killshots. He drew back a little, shifting the position of the large envelope until it covered him like a buckler. But I had no desire to shatter his pathetic dignity.

“I’m much too busy,” I said, “with teaching. And then my own work—”

“Oh, I know that!” he said, trembling now. “It’s only that I have admired your writing so much. I must have read each of the stories in
Tug of War
a dozen times. The craftsman-ship, the complexity, the humor—your talent inspired me from the beginning of my own poor ambition, and I—well—” He thrust the envelope at me, holding it at arm’s length. His eyes pleaded for me to take it. “I owe so much to you.”

“Mr. Hallowell—”

“Please! You’ll like it, I know you will. Here is my
life,
sir—all that has kept me alive these past two years.”

The coughing again. I felt a twinge of alarm and then, vaguely, guilt for not accepting his manuscript, making him suffer all the more in the fog and the cold.

“Yes, I suppose I could find the time. All right.”

He stumbled forward eagerly, pressing the envelope into my hands. Quite heavy, there would be well over three hundred pages, I thought. At least I could glance at it before dismissing his labor with a few noncommittal words. Up close I saw how bad his eyes looked, like runny egg congealing on a cheap plate, how thin and ragged he was. I could not imagine him straying very far from the Salvation Army shelter, much less finding the high purpose and energy it took to write a novel.

“You’re very ill,” I said. “Are you seeing a doctor?”

He shook his head. “It’s my lungs. I was a sickly child, and at fourteen I was made to go to work in my uncle’s mill, on the Alabama side of the Chattahoochee River. It was an old, primitive, turn-of-the-century place, and the air was always thick with cotton dust. I contracted brown-lung disease while still a young man. And, well, nothing can help me now.” His face screwed up in an agony of pride and he whispered fiercely, “I will finish my appointed task, however. I already have the last few chapters in mind. Just a few more nights—”

“You really ought to be in a hospital,” I said.

He smiled, astounded, perhaps deeply touched that I might care whether he lived or died. Tears flowed from his red-flecked eyes. He seized my free hand and shook it. I felt as if I were grasping the bony hand of Death itself.

“You can’t know how happy you’ve made me, sir! A year ago I couldn’t imagine even meeting you, and now—you’re going to read my novel!”

“Yes, certainly I’ll read it, Mr. Hallowell. But I can’t promise anything—”

“You’ll do what you can!” he cried, ecstatic, his weeping eyes wandering from my face; almost instantly he appeared to be in a feverish fugue state. He babbled. “You’re a man of high talent, a good and generous man !”—as if these qualities must be synonymous. “I only regret I shall not be here to read
your
novel. I know it’s going to be a masterpiece, after all the years you’ve spent writing it—”

“Well, I’m afraid I still have far to go,” I said, an automatic response. “Now, you really must put yourself to bed, take care of that cough.”

Even as I spoke, his efflorescence was fading in the voracious Pacific fog; and I was left standing there holding a torn and seedy envelope I had no real desire to open.

“Good-bye—good-bye, Mr. Mayo! My address is on the title page. If you could see your way clear—I’m so vereh anxious to know what you think—”

“I’ll read it immediately !” I promised rashly, now talking only to a ghost as he vanished beyond the gate. I shuddered, then began to jog again, in the opposite direction and away from the sea, across the rolling campus to ray studio in the faculty apartments.

After a shower and a light supper I applied myself to the chore of reading my students’ work, fortifying myself at intervals with double scotches. I had put the envelope containing David Hallowell’s manuscript far back on my already cluttered worktable. For the next two hours my mood worsened steadily as I looked for some gleam of talent in the pile of chaff before me. Influences in style ranged from Saul Bellow to Erma Bombeck and, yes, even hoary old Hemingway. I gave up when a headache like a spike between my eyes diminished my ability to concentrate. I drank the last of the scotch in the bottle (remembering, too late, there would be no more credit at the liquor store), and went to bed.

Scarcely three hours later I was suddenly wide awake on the Hide A Bed, roused from an unmemorable dream; I had heard, or thought I heard, a tortured cough. And there was an unfamiliar odor in my cramped studio, the sweetness of wild violets.

I got up and turned on a lamp, but I had no company except for the memory of David Hallowell’s face in the fog. I felt amazingly refreshed on a short ration of sleep. It was half past three in the morning; I didn’t want to go back to bed. I made coffee. The odor of violets faded gradually as I stood at my windows looking at the campus lights through slow spirals of fog. Then I turned to a bookshelf and took down a copy of
Tug of War.
I looked at the dust-jacket photo of myself—leaner and with a thicker head of hair in those days when I had been, in pugilistic terms, a “comer.” I knew the brief biography by heart, my present state of futility summed up in the last line:
Mr. Mayo is currently at work on a novel.

The collection of eight stories in my hand, my only published work, was thirteen years old. Each year’s crop of “comers” had pushed me farther and farther into the dim background of the literary scene. The novel blithely referred to on the endpaper was not forthcoming. In thirteen years I had managed less than a hundred pages. Not one word for the past two years. I was still not well recovered from the depression caused by my fiftieth birthday.
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