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  Waiting for Mr. Gillray


  I hadn’t been to Nashville for a while, but the Waffle Hut on the Murfreesboro Pike was still there, on a hill that overlooked the Facility in a valley across the road, sixteen acres of putty-colored one-story buildings in a well-lighted maze that resembled a minimum-security prison. But the security was a lot tighter than that, although not much of it was obvious to the casual eye. Only Howard Gillray had managed a significant break in the Facility’s security. But that had been an inside job.


  Two a.m. Christmas morning. Clear and cold. I’d had the pike mostly to myself driving the fourteen miles south from Music City, sticking my head out the window from time to time to stay awake. I knew the Waffle Hut would be open. They’re everywhere in the South, and none of them ever close.


  I drove up the hill and parked in front. Two other heaps were there, one a Tundra pickup that looked as if it had been placing out of the money in demolition derbies, and an old Camaro with bad tires. I only counted two heads inside.


  Someone had made an attempt to decorate for the holidays: a couple of wreathes, swaglets of sprayed-on faux snow around the windows. Cook and a lone waitress. They had a portable TV sitting on a table in an empty booth for company: on the screen a Yule log burned endlessly, hypnotically.


  The griddle guy was reading the Tennessean and the waitress was doing her nails when I walked in. Each of them on the far side of sixty, probably not enough family between them to care if they were stuck on the worst shift of the year. She was wearing a wig that looked like the fur on a cheap teddy bear. Vampire eye makeup and cuddly chins. Griddle Guy was big, a faded hardcase with a cigarette cough that occupied him for nearly half a minute after he laid his folded newspaper down, Bon appetit.


  I took a seat at the counter by the register and glanced at the last booth to my left, next to the restroom door, where Howard Gillray had been sitting just before he disappeared. I didn’t take off my smudgy trench coat but the empty left sleeve caught the waitress’s attention and her lips compressed sympathetically. I suppose the rest of me looked like half a block from Skid Row, but I hadn’t had the time to freshen up lately. Her name tag read CONNIE.


  “Merry Christmas,” I said. “Black coffee.” I took out a deck of Luckies and got one going, even though my hand was trembling from fatigue. I tried to decide if I was hungry. Why not. “Fried egg sandwich, whole wheat.” I looked at Griddle Guy. He had certain earmarks. “Who did you play for?” I asked him.


  “Middle Tennessee State,” he said. He had an old dog’s growl. “Then an AFL team called the Titans.”


  “I remember them.”


  “Twelve thousand a year.” He moved as if his spine was fused in a couple of places, getting out the eggs and opening a fresh loaf of bread. “Can’t say it was hardly worth it. Them concussions do take a toll. You in the war?”


  “One of them,” I said.


  “What puts you on the road this late?” Connie said, pouring steaming coffee.


  “Job of work,” I said.


  “What do you do, mind my asking.”


  “Paper-hanger,” I said.


  Connie looked blank but Griddle Guy caught the joke and had another coughing fit. Connie smiled in a perplexed way and looked at the nails she’d been buffing. I wondered how much time I had to do something about them before Howard Gillray showed up. Also there might be other nighthawks on the pike attracted by the rectangular yellow sign that towered at one end of the parking lot. I thought about it while I blew on my coffee, looked again at the booth where Gillray had left his own coffee, a half-smoked cigarillo and a dollar bill. He took his coffee with two of those little plastic cups of cream. And that was all the Facility cops had found when they came in the door, Gillray still one jump ahead of them.


  But what a hell of a jump.


  I’d been correct about nighthawks, but maybe the one driving up the hill now was there by my invitation.


  Cadillac Escalade, high beams sweeping across the parking lot. Which gave me about twenty seconds. My eggs were frying, I could take it from there. I didn’t need Connie and Griddle Guy.


  I reached under my coat and took out the gadfly and put it on the counter in front of me. Gadflies look like cell phones. Connie didn’t give it a second glance and Griddle Guy was busy trying to bring up what was left of one of his lungs. I programmed the gadfly for “Childhood Memories.” After all, it was Christmas. Then I zinged Connie in the side of the neck next to a large mole and Griddle Guy behind a stuck-out ear. Gadflies sting a little, take effect in under five seconds, Connie was still trying to figure out what had bitten her. Griddle Guy turned and looked at me in the first dawning flush of a youthful ecstasy. I smiled.


  “Why don’t you kids go sit in that booth with the TV and watch the Yule log until Santa shows up.”


  “Is that Santa?” Connie asked, pointing, the bright lights of the Escalade in her face as it pulled up outside.


  “Santa only wishes he had one of those. It’s not him, Connie. Now scoot, both of you. Mike’s got company.”


  They were seated on one side of the snug booth holding hands and staring with fixed smiles at the Yule log on TV when Sonya Gillray came in with enough expensive cream-colored fur on her back to give the PETA crowd bleeding hearts. She looked warily around, a little hope in her eyes yielding to dismay and suspicion as she settled on me. I had a hunch she was still crazy about her husband. And mad enough to kill him. All that in her face before she demanded, “Are you Mike?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Where is he? Where’s Howard?”


  “He’ll be here, Mrs. Gillray. How about a cup of coffee while we’re waiting?”


  She was one of those women who toss their heads like temperamental horses. Blond as daffodils. Pushing fifty now but still a looker. If she’d ever had surgery it was limited to a tuck and a peel, minor stuff, and she was no Botox junkie.


  “What are you trying to pull, fella? You said you had located my husband. You said Howard would be here.”


  “I didn’t say when. Take it easy, Mrs. Gillray.”


  She was attracted to the sounds of soft giggling in the booth with the TV and looked at the two Waffle Hut employees. Did a double-take. “What the hell is wrong with them?”


  “It’s Christmas,” I said, “sixty-odd years ago for each of them. They’re waiting up for jolly old you-know-who. They can’t see or hear us. You could say we have the place to ourselves.”


  The look she drilled me with suggested she was about to back herself out the door and run for it.


  I gave her my best smile “Why don’t I pour you some coffee while we wait for your husband?”


  Sonya Gillray thought about it, and about me. A guy named Mike she never heard of calls out of the blue and says her husband is coming home. After two and a half years. Sorry, no questions. For now.


  She looked at the pair in the booth and quickly back at me and I could tell she was about to fly out of control. But Sonya was made of the right stuff. She could have written Howard off long ago. She had her own money. Yet here she was, scared but wanting—needing the truth of what had become of her husband.


  “Just tell me who you are, and what you know about Howard. Where did you see him? Was—was he all right?”


  She choked then, frustration and anger, tears coming on, and finished in a small voice, “Or did he leave me because there’s … someone else?”


  “No.” I nodded toward the booth in the back. Howard Gillray’s booth. “Why don’t you take a load off? I was about to make myself a sandwich. Would you like something besides coffee?”


  Sonya shook her head. “Just talk to me.”


  “Sure. There are things Howard will want to tell you himself, though.”


  She laughed incredulously; her lips trembled. “Oh, when he gets here,” she murmured.


  I went behind the counter, leaving her near the door trying to make up her mind about a lot of things. I flipped my eggs with a spatula, thirty seconds easy over. A little butter on the toast and I had my sandwich. Sonya Gillray moved then, hesitantly, toward the booth, not taking her eyes off me, nibbling some of the pink gloss from her lower lip. When she took off the bleached mink I knew we were going to be okay. I brought her a mug of coffee, and told her just where to sit in the booth. Opposite where Howard Gillray had left his last cup of java half empty, in a real hurry to be on his way.


  Then I took off my trench coat and leaned against the counter while I wolfed my sandwich. She stared at the empty pinned-up sleeve of the soiled shirt I had on. And the reliable old .45 in my shoulder holster. The rod bothered her. She swallowed hard a couple of times.


  “You … you work for the Facility,” she said.


  “Wrong guess. I’m just a P.I., Mrs. Gillray. A private dick. Run my own show. I was hired to track down your husband after he pulled his vanishing act.”


  She drew the back of one hand across her troubled eyes, as if to wipe away the past thirty months. “They questioned me for hours. Days. Not the police. Government types. I was afraid of them. They never told me anything. Only that Howard was gone, and that he—had something they wanted back.”


  “Real bad,” I said.


  Sonya hung her head over the mug in her hands. “How much trouble is Howard in?”


  I was glad I didn’t have to look her in the eye. “I can’t answer that.”


  “But where—how did you find him? And why—”


  “Did they hire a broken-down P.I. with his office in his hat?” I grinned. “Nobody else wanted the job, Mrs. Gillray.”


  She didn’t understand, but her thoughts were on her husband. “When did you see Howard last?”


  “A few miles from Rome,” I said. “A place called Milvian Bridge. That’s where I finally caught up to him. October 26, AD 312. Just before Constantine’s Celts and Germans went up against the light cavalry and Praetorian guards of the emperor Maxentius, with the Western Empire at stake. Hell of a scrap, by the way. But before it started Howard and I had a few quiet minutes to chat.”


  Sonya looked at me as if she were thinking about throwing her coffee in my face.


  “What your husband … borrowed from the Facility,” I said, putting a gloss on his situation for her sake, “was their newest prototype sidereal compass, untried and untested. But, guided by the failures of earlier models, the design crew had worked out nearly all of the bugs. Risk factor according to their computers was a decimal with a couple of zeros. Howard was the first to give the SC-4 a trial run. As CEO of the Facility he had access of course. He told me he intended to make only a short hop to the Battle of Gettysburg. Stay a few hours. But one hop was all it took. He caught the fever. Only time-travel is more than a fever, it’s a narcotic.”


  I brushed bread crumbs from my tie and took a beat-up paperback book from a pocket of my trench coat. Handed it to Sonya Gillray. The title was Fifty Great Battles That Changed The World. Howard Gillray was the author.


  With a wince she let the book drop to the table.


  “I’d almost forgotten he wrote this.” She looked up.


  “He’s quite a student of military history.”


  “It was virtually his only interest in life, other than his collection of ancient gold coins.”


  “Don’t count yourself out, kid,” I said.


  She smiled cynically. “Howard’s already done that.” She looked around the Waffle Hut, eyes bleak, but her smile softened when she came to Griddle Guy and Connie.


  “Whatever you gave them to smoke, they look happy,”


  “The effects don’t last,” I said. Not on the lowest gadfly frequency anyway. I’d had a lot of chances to test it during my own travels while I tried to intercept Howard, going by the notes he’d made in the margins of his book, which he’d left behind in an inn outside Kursk, half a jump ahead of me again. A guy dressed like me in medieval Damascus or Ming Dynasty China tends to attract a lot of attention. The pattern was always the same. First they ran away from me. Then they came back in hostile mobs to burn me at the stake or whatever. The gadfly gave the mobs something stranger or worse than a lonely time-traveler to think about.


  “Sometimes at night,” Sonya said, “Howard would tell me what they were working on at the Facility. But I never took him seriously. His talk about traveling back in time—setting history straight, he called it. I thought Howard was just—overworked.” She had a swallow of coffee. Made a bitter face. “So now I know he was really insane.”


  “Call it a historian’s obsession with accuracy,” I said.


  She banged the mug on the table, spilling some of the coffee. “Nuts! I don’t know why I’m still here listening to you. You’re here, but he’s not.”


  “You’re here because you’re in love with the guy, Mrs. Gillray. Howard’s lagging behind me, but he’ll show. As soon as I caught up to him in Rome I jammed his SC-4 programmer with a gadget called a Sorcerer’s Apprentice. Courtesy of the design guys at the Facility. Howard is about to be snapped back through time to his exact origination point. I’m not talking about mommy’s womb. That booth where you’re sitting. It’s the dynamic of the time-spiral I locked him into. Anyway, he was ready to come home. He’s tired, out of money and itching to update his magnum opus.”


  “Is that what happened to his coins? I was never able to find them.”


  “They were Howard’s grubstake. Gold has been a store of value for thousands of years.”


  “He had everything figured out,” she said, trying to be cynical again but too heartsick to pull it off.


  Not quite, I thought. Sonya was staring at me, suspicious again.


  “You said the sidereal compass was a prototype? Does that mean one of a kind?”


  “Yeah.”


  “So how could you—”


  “Beamer,” I said. “Slow going, even with a Vandross Quantum Reflector. And prone to make mistakes. Compared to an SC-4, Beamer travel is like driving an old Model-A Ford off a cliff and hoping you splash down in the right ocean. Otherwise I might have had Howard back to you in a couple of months.”


  “Prone to make mistakes?” She looked at my empty sleeve. “Was that one of the mistakes?”


  “Yeah,” I said, distracted by a slight thermal vibration, a subtle change in the optical properties inside the Waffle Hut. “I made it to Yorktown about the same time as the Royal Deux-Ponts grenadiers, but my arm stayed at Thermopylae. Mrs. Gillray, maybe you ought to sit back in the booth now. Hands in your lap. And there could be a blinding flash, so—”


  “What?”


  The mirage effect was becoming more pronounced within Gillray’s booth. His point of departure, the site of his return. My mouth was drying up. I’d never seen an SC-4 manifestation, but maybe the booth wasn’t big enough to hold it.


  “Close your eyes and sit back, damn it!”


  She was aware of the coffee mug trembling on the table. A shimmer of light appeared opposite her like the sun beginning to blaze through heavy fog. She recoiled from it and squinched her eyes shut. There was a whip-crack sound and the air felt momentarily superheated. The light turned bright green and it hurt the eyes, all right. I turned my face aside and when I looked back at the booth Howard Gillray was sitting there across from his wife, his expression stunned as if the wind had been sucker-punched out of him. Howard with his ratty backpack and bedroll, wearing the Prussian field general’s greatcoat he’d bought at Austerlitz. His hair was white and his beard needed a trim and when he could breathe again it was with a congested wheeze. He smelled too, with the grime and smoke and gore of desperate battles on five continents.


  “My God,” he said. “Sonya?”


  “Howard?”


  “Yes.”


  “You miserable bastard,” she said, her tone low and pathetic.


  “Yes. I know. But—”


  She broke down sobbing. I looked through a front window and saw a G-ride, parking lights only, come up the hill and stop at the far side of the lot. Only one sedan. But I knew it was going to be a short reunion for Howard and Sonya.


  He had some coffee from her mug.


  “I brought you something,” Howard said. With shaking hands he took a bible from a pocket of the greatcoat and turned to some dried flowers pressed between pages of Psalms. Forget-me-nots from long ago. So fragile he couldn’t touch them. He turned to another page and a to wallet-size photo of his wife slipped out. Sonya stared at it, tears flowing.


  “You were always with me,” Howard said. “Every night, before I fell asleep, your face was the last thing I saw. Can you forgive me, Sonya?”


  He put the bible aside and reached out to hold her hands in his. She sobbed again, but didn’t pull away from him.


  “I had no choice, Sonya, once I had the sidereal compass in my hands. I had to go, see it all for myself. The strategies, the splendor, the horror of great battles. How could I fully understand the scope of ancient warfare without seeing for myself?” Howard caught his breath, quoted Charles de Gaulle; I remembered the quote from his scrawled handwriting in the dog-eared book. “‘The self-sacrifice for the sake of the community, suffering made glorious… The noblest teachings of philosophy and religion have found no higher ideals.’”


  I took the gadfly out of my suit coat pocket and palmed it, looking outside again before I said to Howard, “You have something for me, don’t you?”


  He looked up as if he hadn’t been aware of me; a faint smile appeared on his dry, chalky lips. “Oh, hello, Mike.”


  “Time is getting away from us,” I said. We all heard car doors closing. They were out of the G-ride. Three of them. Stretching, yawning like carnivores awakening to the prospect of a quick and easy meal.


  Howard frowned and squeezed Sonya’s hands more tightly. He didn’t have to look outside. With a sigh he freed one of his hands, fished for the sidereal compass and placed it on the table with a look of fond regret.


  “Is there anything you can do?” he said, looking at me with quiet dignity.


  My hand was down where he couldn’t see what I was doing while I programmed the gadfly. There was one small chance for Howard and Sonya. As for reliable old Mike, I could count on being the last one to catch a bullet in the head. Howard looked again at the SC-4 on the table, still fascinated by the power it had brought to him.


  “I’m sorry about your arm, Mike. I hope they pay you well.”


  “Yeah, it’s a sweet deal,” I said.


  He looked at Sonya again. “But there was no need to put my wife at risk.”


  “Howard?” she said, her voice a terrified squeak.


  “I just do the job they tell me to do,” I said. “I never made you any promises.”


  “Just doing your job.” He looked at me with tired contempt. “But you visited at least as many battlefields as I did. Didn’t any of the—the sorrow and the grandeur rub off on you, Mike? It’s all over now, you know. The epic conflicts will never be repeated. Duty, honor, heroism—all forgotten traits. Warfare has become a thing of technology and machines. Soulless, shadowy, a game of robots. Air, land, sea, and not a footsore, weary soldier or ace flyer to be seen. Victory without the virtues of sacrifice. All nations perish in time without the heroes to make them strong.”


  “Nicely put,” I said, and raised the gadfly. I zinged Sonya first in the back of her elegant neck and while Howard was still trying to choke out a curse I got him under the chin. I had that little wonderbug dialed all the way up to Eternity.


  Howard lost track of me and then everything but his wife as he gripped Sonya’s hands more tightly, looking her in the eye with such devotion and desire it almost got to me. Almost. I’d had a dame with Sonya’s looks and class once, smooth as velvet, but I lost her. Just never got around to popping the question and one day she was gone. I couldn’t see Sonya‘s face but I didn’t need to. Two hearts beating as one and it would be that way for the two of them as long as they lived, seeing only each other, oblivious of whatever isolation unit the government finally stashed them away in.


  I had time for a last reprogramming of the gadfly from Lifetime Wedding Night to something very different, when the three carnivores walked in. Young and bland-looking but with that glint in their eyes, a touch of super-race swagger. One of them was sucking on a lollipop, for Christ’s sake. He took it out of his fat mouth after giving me a fast onceover, grinned back at the other two and said to me, “You wouldn’t be Mike, would you old-timer?”


  “Look, he’s got a gat,” one of the other carnivores smirked, opening his coat over his own piece.


  “Practically a museum piece,” the third one said. “Like dads himself.”


  Lollipop looked past me at Howard and Sonya, holding hands and drunk on each other’s souls. He walked up to me and said, “I’ll take the cannon, dads.”


  “It’s Mike,” I said, as he slid the big .45 from my shoulder holster and looked it over with that smart-ass grin.


  “Yeah, whatever you say.” Lollipop looked at the sleeve I had no arm to fill. “Otherwise how was your trip?”


  “Had its moments,” I said. I felt my own grin stretching tight across my face. The back of my neck was getting hot. Three carnivores. They should have sent more. From the way they talked to me I guessed my reputation had slipped while I was gone. But these boys had a few things to learn. The hard way.


  “Where’s the SC-4?” Lollipop said.


  “On the table there. Where’s my dough?”


  “Oh, that.” Lollipop fished a fat envelope from an inside pocket of his blazer and casually tossed it on the counter behind him. It made jingling sounds.


  Lollipop raised the .45 and thumbed the hammer back.


  “Okay if I try this?” he said.


  I just looked at him. There was a red haze over my eyes. I had that familiar eager ache in my chest. I was more than ready for some action. It was going to be like the old days when just the mention of my name turned the would-be tough guys in their back-alley haunts sick with fear.


  He made a quick motion with the .45, aiming past me at Howard and Sonya. He pulled the trigger twice and each time there was the hollow click of the hammer falling on nothing. Lollipop’s own confident grin turned sour and his eyes jumped to me.


  “Didn’t think I was stupid enough to leave a clip in the rod, did you? Hell, at my age I might have accidentally shot myself in the foot.”


  He took a fast step to slam me across the jaw with the .45, but I was quicker. He didn’t see the gadfly in my hand. The high-energy zip of the discharge got him under the chin and he staggered back from me. I laughed.


  “Jesus, he’s got a gadfly!” one of the carnies yelled, and they went for their own heaters. But I was on the move, slamming Lollipop ahead of me and into them as the full force of the nightmare charge I’d given him ripped through his mind and he screamed in torment. He was flailing away at the other two, pure terror in his eyes, when I gave them their treats.


  Four seconds and they were down in a heap on the floor screaming, tearing at each other with bloodied fingers, infected with all the Demons from Hell that particular gadfly program contained. One of my favorites, although it was the first time I’d ever gone for broke on the dial-up.


  I watched their squawling scrimmage for a few seconds, then went back to Howard and Sonya’s booth for the sidereal compass. They hadn’t moved. Still smiling.


  Like I’d told Sonya, time-travel was more than a fever, it was a narcotic. And I was ready for another fix.


  “Merry Christmas,” I said, and winked at them,


  I picked up my pay envelope on the way out of the Waffle Hut, avoiding the places on the floor the carnivores were swabbing with their own bloody guts as they screamed and fought each other. Hell is like that, I guess. But I wasn’t ready to check in yet.


  Outside in the cold still night I looked up at the stars and took a deep breath. I held all of history in my palm. The worst of it I’d already seen. To hell with Howard’s nobility of battle guff. Now I was in the mood for something a little more relaxing. For a few seconds I considered going back to my own time but I realized it wouldn’t be the same, the crummy office I was used to, with Velma holding down the fort, paying the bills, reminding me to get a haircut—hold it, Mike. That wasn’t her name. I couldn’t forget her lush figure and beautiful face, but I had the wrong name. Velma was another place, another time and there’d been a guy called Moose, but it was all confused in my mind. Maybe that was one of the side effects of heavy time-travel. Maybe I was getting old. But so what? I had the SC-4 and a nice supply of three-thousand-year-old gold Hadrians in my pocket.


  I knew just where to find what I was looking for. Provence. Buy some brushes and an easel. Set myself up in a bright little cottage with wisteria climbing the stone walls, a watermill in front. Near where that other painter lived, the stocky, bull-necked Spanish guy. Painted dames funny, both eyes on the same sides of their faces. I’d had a chance to check out his action, with the women I mean. He couldn’t beat them off with a stick.


  And I would be willing to bet he had trouble remembering some of their names, too.


  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 unencouragingly, 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 was 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 craftsmanship, 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 very 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 my 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.


  I set aside Tug of War and glanced at my worktable, now seeing only the soiled envelope with David Hallowell’s manuscript inside. I felt annoyed with him; he was terminally ill, yet he had nearly finished a novel while I could not write at all. Assuredly it would turn out to be a dreadful piece of muck … but his dedication, his belief that he had a story worth telling, merited respect.


  I opened the envelope, and a thick bundle of yellow pages torn from legal pads fell to the floor. It was a holographic manuscript, and he wrote, like Eugene O’Neill, in a cramped, miserly hand; there must have been half a thousand words on every page. But he composed so painstakingly that every word was legible without a magnifying glass. I scanned the first page casually after finding the title provocative, turned to the second, sat down slowly on the Hide A Bed with that untidy bundle in my lap.


  By daybreak I had read all of Angels and Aborigines. I had been powerless to stop reading. It was marvelous: a comic, picaresque Lear. Hallowell’s protagonist, an old poet, and three randy daughters careered like tornadoes through his pages. He satirized (and often tore to shreds) academia, government, religion, the full spectrum of intellectual pretentiousness and cultural folderol of our times. I turned over the last, incomplete page knowing that David Hallowell was a literary titan. My first thought, with nothing more to read, was an earnest entreaty to the gods that Hallowell be allowed to live long enough to finish this masterwork.


  My second, distantly corrupting thought was, This is the novel I was meant to write.


  I had been almost childishly pleased to note that there were echoes of the old, the good Jack Mayo, in those pages. It was true, as Hallowell insisted, that I had served him in some small way.


  After my morning classes I drove down from the hills to the old section of San Augustin. David Hallowell was living in a barrio by the sea where the dreary fog lingered at noonday. The streets were narrow, the houses ramshackle, with a few hang-dog date palms and rusting pepper trees in the sandy yards. There was truculent graffiti in Spanish on every side wall of laundería and bodega. It took me quite some time to locate him.


  The squat Mexican woman who responded to my inquiry on Portales Street had a baby on one hip and toddlers clinging to her skirt.


  “Dah-veed, sí, is living here.” She looked hopefully at me. “You are friend?”


  “We met only yesterday,” I said.


  “Oh. Dah-veed very sick, is always—tosiendo.” She translated the word for me by coughing into her fist.


  “Yes, I know. Could you take me to him?”


  She led me through her squalid house and out the back door to a casita set against the alley fence. There were chickens in the bare yard, discarded beer cans, and rusted parts of automobiles. A stench of garbage saturated the fog. I could hear the surf just two blocks away. I also heard him coughing as we reached the casita door. The Mexican woman shifted her fretting half-clad infant from one chubby arm to the other.


  “All night he is like that,” she said of the coughing. “I go make tea for him now.” She smacked one of her toddlers, who was bending over poking a finger into a fresh pile of chickenshit, and returned to the house.


  I knocked at the casita door. Muffled coughing, but no other response. I shivered in the damp grayness. The door was unlocked, so I let myself in.


  There was, unexpectedly, a sweetness in the air: violets, a welcome contrast to the sour spoor of the chicken-blighted yard. The one-room casita was quite dark, shades pulled down over the remaining panes of glass in the door and the single small window. I could make him out lying in a narrow mission-style bed, huddled under a blanket, coughing pathetically, rocking the springs with the violence of his affliction.


  “Mr. Hallowell?” I said. “David?”


  He gave a start, one bare foot kicking out from beneath the blanket, and sat up, peering at the doorway.


  “Yes—yes. Who is it?”


  “Jack Mayo.”


  “Oh, Mr. Mayo! I apologize, sir, I—please, if you would give me a few moments—”


  “Certainly. I’ll wait outside.”


  “No! No! Stay! I’m just waking up. I work nights, you see.” He was having difficulty getting his breath. “If you wouldn’t mind—on the table there—a bottle of tequila.”


  I raised the window shade, letting in some pallid light. I poured a shot of tequila for him and, at his urging, a shot for myself, as he had a supply of paper cups to drink from. I didn’t entirely trust his explanation of the illness from which he suffered, and I have always been more than mildly phobic about germs. Fortunately there was no atmosphere of the sickroom, because of the remarkably pleasant odor of spring violets. I saw none growing in the room, however, and no potentially flowering seed would have survived for long out-of-doors. Perhaps it was perfume, a recent female visitor—


  When I mentioned the odor to him he looked puzzled. His face was flushed and glistened from perspiration, his eyes were unfocused as he sipped his tequila.


  “Oh, yes, I did smell violets in the beginning, I suppose. But that was so long ago I’ve become used to it. I hardly notice anymore.”


  His explanation was far from clear, but I had no good reason to question him further. And my attention had been drawn to the pile of yellow paper on his writing table, beside a cracked pair of wire-rimmed reading glasses and a jar crammed with ballpoint pens, the cheap variety given away by every sort of business establishment. It was difficult for me not to pick up the new pages and begin reading on the spot. Instead I smiled at David Hallowell.


  The tequila seemed to have temporarily suppressed his cough, although it lived on in his skinny chest, as a low dangerous rumbling. His complexion had cleared somewhat. My smile was unexpected: it caused him to flinch, and then he returned an abashed smile of his own. “Was I right? It is good, isn’t it?”


  “I think you’re a genius,” I said.


  He scratched his head and trembled; he began to weep and shake the bed in a paroxysm of joy and thanksgiving. A little overcome myself, I fed him more tequila, and wondered how his heart could stand up under the strain. Some of the tequila dribbled into the ruff of his coarse beard. “But surely,” I said, “others have told you that.”


  “No. Not another living soul but you has read a word of my book. I moved to San Augustin because—I knew that you were here.”


  Rather than watch him suffer through more agonies of gratitude. I turned again to his worktable, noticing a copy of Tug of War atop a pile of badly worn paperback dictionaries. I picked up the book, which obviously he’d rescued from a stall in a secondhand store. Just inside the cover was a recent clipping from the local newspaper, my photo accompanying an announcement of the summer writers’ workshop I had established on campus.


  By now the odor of violets was all but gone from the room; I could smell his trickling toilet in one corner, and the sordidness of the casita became oppressive to me. Obviously before David Hallowell settled in, the casita had served as lodging for numerous wetbacks. Chickens quarreled in the yard; a child wailed.


  “How long have you been living here?” I asked him.


  He shrugged. “I don’t know. Three months? Closer to four.”


  “And where is your home? I believe you mentioned Alabama.”


  “Eufaula, Alabama. That was a vereh long time ago. I haven’t been back since—” It was an effort, or an ordeal, for him to recall. “Anyway,” he said quietly, “there’s no reason for me to go back. Everyone dear to me has long since passed to his or her reward.”


  “You have no family?” He shook his head. “Oh, I’m very sorry. David.”


  “An insufficiency of the genes, I’m afraid. No Hallowell or Radburne was ever celebrated for longevity.” He clutched his blanket more tightly around him, smiling wanly at his expected fate. Then he looked at me with the sweet, devoted expression of a setter dog. When it was I who should have been wagging my tail at him.


  “You will be celebrated,” I assured David Hallowell, “beyond your wildest dreams. Leave that to me.”


  “Thank you,” he said. “My friend.”


  I was braced for tears again; but the Mexican woman came to the door of the casita with a little tray: she had brought tea, some sugared oatmeal in a bowl. I took the tray from her. She look worried.


  “Eat nothing,” she said. “Many days, no comidas.”


  “I’ll see that he has some of the oatmeal. Muchas gracias.”


  David was willing to be fed. But after a few gummy spoonfuls and half a cup of dark, aromatic tea he could manage no more. He lay down wearily, eyes closing.


  “I’ll sleep for a few hours,” he said. “Until my muse shows up.”


  “Do you have much more to go?”


  “It’s almost done,” he murmured.


  “With your permission, David, I’ll take these pages you’ve completed.” I hesitated. “You have a copy of the manuscript, of course.”


  “No. Couldn’t afford to make copies.”


  “Well, then. I’ll see to it. And I’ll be back tomorrow.”


  He thanked me, coughed, pressed a fist to his mouth, and drifted off to sleep that way. I let myself out and all but ran to my car.


  I read the twenty new pages then and there, in an excruciating state of excitement. They were excellent. The wasting of his body and quantities of tequila had not in the least diminished his art. He was Faulknerian in his prodigality. Oh, a word might be changed here and there, a redundancy deleted. Nothing more.


  For the next four days I arrived promptly at noon. I had forsaken pride and borrowed a hundred dollars from a faculty colleague with whom I had had an affair and who still entertained some hope the affair might be renewed, although she was one of those women for whom the sexual act seems to have the caloric input of a two-pound German chocolate cake: she had put on forty pounds through trysting. I purchased cough remedies which had only a temporary flagging effect on David’s consuming cough, more tequila, painkillers. And many legal pads: David was using up more than one a night in a rage of completion. Each day the odor of violets, mysteriously present, masked the odor of dissolution in the casita. I was frightened for David, nearly sleepless at night for fear he wouldn’t, after all, reach the dizzying conclusion of his novel.


  A week after our first meeting on the running track at Sprayberry, I let myself in, and took a few moments to adjust to the portent that the odor of violets was absent from the casita. David Hallowell lay very still on his back, his eyes open and staring, a slight smile of peace on his lips. His ordeal had ended. In his right hand there was a note to me.


  We have done it!


  It was signed, David.


  I gathered up the last pages of Angels and Aborigines strewn across his worktable and stumbled sobbing into the chicken-infested yard. The Mexican woman, children dangling haplessly from her swirling skirt, hurried outside and, hearing me, began her own lamentation. The children, one by one, contributed their voices. Dogs barked mournfully up and down the barrio.


  “He has no family,” I told the coroner. “He was the last of his line. And, except for Mrs. Cerador and myself, he had no friends.”


  I sold my car, one jump ahead of the repo man, raising enough cash to retire the note and afford David Hallowell a modest but decent funeral.


  The night following his burial I assembled all of the yellow pages in my studio, changed the ribbon on my Smith-Corona electric, drank two double scotches to fortify myself, then began typing the book I had been born to write.


  Angels and Aborigines


  a novel by


  Jack Mayo


  I made a few editorial changes as I went along. Nothing major. Ten days later I mailed the typescript to an editor who had almost forgotten I existed, at an august publishing house in New York. The manuscript went through the house like wildfire. It knocked them all on their asses.


  Angels and Aborigines was published the following spring, in a first edition of half a million copies. The Book of the Month Club ordered an additional quarter of a million. Word of mouth secured the number one position on the New York Times best-seller list two weeks after publication. The novel stayed at number one through six additional printings, for eighteen glorious weeks. The reviews—ah, God, the reviews! Each one a nutritious sweetmeat, a seductive paean, an exaltation of a unique talent! I swept all of my peers under the rug that season—Norman, Philip, John. Even they came forth with tributes for the literary event of the decade. The King Rat currently in residence at the Dream Factory snatched the cheese from all the other rats, paying an unheard-of sum for movie rights. Thirty-three foreign editions were planned. The appeal of my novel was universal.


  My novel, yes. Mine by escheat, if you will.


  I had known what I must do, even before David Hallowell was laid to rest. Because—to be brutally honest about the matter—if I’d simply arranged for posthumous publication of the novel, it would have done far less well with his name on it. Perhaps Angels and Aborigines would have been grievously neglected. Those things happen. The bald truth is, publishers and the literati take little interest in dead authors, particularly those who have had the bad fortune to die without first establishing a reputation that will, you might say, tide them over. In taking credit for what David had written I was, in fact, ensuring the widest possible circulation for a great book. I assumed the role of literary celebrity and, I must say, played it with panache. This was a requirement for best-sellerdom that had to be fulfilled. It kept me busy for months. And as I read and reread the novel (some of the more wittily salacious passages made for uproarious cocktail party entertainment), it became rooted in my soul that I was the true proprietor of the words I recited.


  For my services as executive consultant to the film version of Angels and Aborigines, my Hollywood agent obtained a fee equal to half the national debt of Ecuador. Production plans and major casting coups were to be announced and celebrated at a wingding hosted by the producer and the director, a thirty-year-old Wunderkind who—bless his heart—had yet to taste failure.


  Much of the fun of having a party in Hollywood is to have it at a boite which is so desirable that code names are assigned to the famous few allowed by the management to make reservations. There is more fun in deciding whom not to invite, and delivering invitations only on the day before the event. The howls of pain and outrage from the uninvited thus are concentrated into a short period of time, and the maneuverings of the newly disenfranchised to be included becomes a frantic shadow dance up and down the corridors of Tinsel Town.


  I adored it all: exiting from a massive silver limousine, the press of paparazzi and plain folk swamping the sidewalk outside Gepetto’s, the monstrous energy of allure released inside the packed café, the director’s acknowledged indebtedness to me for providing the “raw material” for his next megahit; the camaraderie of the charmingly maniacal actor, a two-time Oscar winner, who was to essay the character of Lordy Lambkin in the screen version …


  “I wonder what David would have thought?”


  I was near the bar, looking for a refill, when she spoke. Perhaps not to me. But I turned anyway because, in spite of the atmosphere in the chic café, the mild scentings of fresh flowers and drop-dead perfume all around, the odor of violets was suddenly pervasive.


  The room was filled with glamorous, world-famous women, but even in their company the youthful creature watching me with a questioning smile was unique. Perhaps because she seemed perfectly at ease when everyone else was trying a little too hard. She wore her red hair pulled severely back from her forehead; it was gathered in a cunning Psyche knot. There was a sweetness in her oval face, but not naïveté. Her gaze was direct, coolly sensual, slightly mischievous. She wore an almost piously simple, rather old-fashioned off-the-shoulder gown of some neutral, crushed fabric that shimmered with exotic color, like sunlight in the sea, each time she moved.


  “I beg your pardon?” I said, sniffing audibly. I couldn’t help myself. Her scent was familiar, and although it should have been pleasing, I had an adverse, almost allergic reaction to it: my skin suddenly felt clammy, my heart raced.


  She edged past an old man in pigtails and a pink leather suit and stood in front of me, never taking her vivid blue eyes from my face. She was drinking one of those abominable Fuzzy Navels. Her nearness, the pungency of violets, made my eyes water.


  “David wouldn’t have liked it,” she said thoughtfully, lowering her long-stemmed glass after a sip. “All the hoopla. I think we would have been someplace else right now, working on a new book, isn’t that what you think, Mr. Mayo?”


  “I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, too fascinated to avoid her strict gaze.


  “I’m talking about David Hallowell,” she replied. “The author of Angels and Aborigines. The book you stole from him.”


  “What a preposterous accusation! I don’t know any David Hallowell!” A skeptical dimple appeared on one perfect cheek. I glanced around to see if anyone had overheard us, but the party babble was at such a level that our conversation, thus far, had been private. “Who put you up to this ludicrous jape? Who are you?”


  “I’m Dierdre. I was David’s muse.”


  I began to laugh, although I felt panicky. Somehow, somewhere, this beautiful, merciless girl had known David Hallowell, and he had told her about the book he was writing. What was she doing here now, and what did she have in mind? I could only try to bluff my way out of this predicament without exhibiting any sort of anxiety and thereby allowing that her accusation might be true. But my nostrils had dilated; I was again nearly anesthetized by the odor of violets.


  “I think,” she said, “you’ve recognized me already. Although, of course, since David worked nights we were never introduced.”


  “Are you an actress?” I asked her, manufacturing an air of good-humored resignation. “You’re quite good. I hope you’re going to be in the film. Would you like to meet the director? By all means, let me introduce you. Because you’re wasting your considerable talents on this crude and rather insulting—”


  “I have several hundred pages of an earlier draft of David’s novel. Handwritten, on legal pad paper. A draft you never saw. Post-office copyright. It proves beyond any doubt who wrote Angels and Aborigines.” She said all of this without rancor, as if she had no interest in intimidating me; a rueful little smile appeared as she finished. One eyebrow was slightly raised, inviting the denial she knew it was not in me to attempt.


  “You were—a friend of his?” I said, when I could speak again.


  “More than that. Much more. I told you. I was David’s muse.”


  There was a twitching muscle near one corner of my mouth that I couldn’t control. “Oh, yes,” I said desperately playing along. “Your perfume—the odor of violets. Is that what the gods are wearing on Olympus nowadays?”


  “It isn’t perfume. It’s my natural essence.”


  “And your name is Dierdre. Forgive me, I thought I knew the names of all the muses. Calliope, Thalia, Terpsichore—and so forth. Not a Dierdre in the lot, however.”


  “I’m an apprentice.”


  “Oh, well, that does explain it.”


  “With
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