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Praise for Blood Will Out:


‘Makes the darkness visible . . . Blood Will Out is a wise, deeply frightening, and potentially sleep-disrupting read.’ Boston Globe


‘Engrossing . . . A haunting, pained and terrifically engaging self-interrogation.’ Chicago Tribune


‘Riveting and disturbing, Blood Will Out is a mélange of memoir, stranger-than-fiction crime reporting and cultural critique.’ Miami Herald


‘The parallels with Patricia Highsmith’s The Talented Mr Ripley are not lost on Kirn, who spends as much time trying to understand how he and others fell under Gerhartstreiter’s spell as he does relating the primary tale of the criminal himself. Kirn’s candour, ear for dialogue, and crisp prose make for a masterful true crime narrative that is impossible to put down. The book deserves to become a classic.’ Publishers Weekly, Starred Review


‘Absorbing . . . If there’s anything rarer than a con man with Clark’s gift for the game, it’s a writer of Kirn’s quicksilver accomplishment.’ Salon.com


‘The story of Blood Will Out is one of cosmic ironies and jaw-dropping reversals . . . Kirn’s persona is captivating – funny, pissed off, highly literate, and self-searching. He’s also an elegant, classic writer . . . Add the highly readable, intricately told Blood Will Out to the list of great books about the dizzying tensions of the writing life and the maddening difficulty of getting at the truth.’ Slate


‘A nod to a different canon of con men and tricksters: the protagonist of Melville’s The Confidence-Man, the prep-school clones of Leopold and Loeb, of Hitchcock’s Rope, and Highsmith’s highbrow hucksters – all crossed with the shadows of film noir.’ Bookforum
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He was versatile, and the world was wide!


– Patricia Highsmith, The Talented Mr Ripley


A writer not writing is practically a maniac within himself.


– F. Scott Fitzgerald




ONE


IT FELT LIKE a noble gesture at the time, and I was in the mood for an adventure. The summer my wife was pregnant with our first child and President Clinton was slipping toward impeachment, I volunteered to drive a crippled dog from my home in Montana, where it was being cared for by patrons of our local Humane Society, to the New York City apartment of a rich young man, a Rockefeller, who had adopted it on the Internet.


His first name was Clark. We met over the phone. I called him as a favor to my wife, Maggie, the Humane Society’s president, who was trying to help out Harry and Mary Piper, the people who had rescued the poor creature after she was run over by a car. They’d paid for the surgery that saved her life, arranged for her to be treated with Reiki massage, and taught her to use a canine wheelchair whose tires did the work of her paralyzed hind legs. The heirs to a Minnesota banking fortune and devout Episcopalians (Mary was in training to become a priest), the Pipers had recently taken Maggie and me to dinner and complained about the difficulty of transporting the dog to the East Coast. They feared entrusting her to a commercial airline because of her perilous condition, and though Clark had told them that he owned a plane, he said it was tied up in China with his wife, Sandra, an international management consultant. When I heard about this, I offered to play the middleman, in part as a way of assuaging my guilty conscience over the death of one of Maggie’s shelter dogs I’d hit with my pickup truck a few months earlier. But I had another reason altogether for wanting to speak with Clark: I was a writer, even more importantly, a writer between books, and I had a hunch I was going to meet a character.


Clark opened our initial call with the story of the adoption. He told me he’d learned of the dog, whose name was Shelby, through a Web site devoted to finding owners for homeless Gordon setters, a breed that he prized for its links to British royalty and for its bounding, avid temperament. He knew instantly that he wanted her, he said, and had been trading e-mails with the Pipers in his quest to convince them that he should have her. His building was only a block from Central Park, meaning that Shelby would have ample room to exercise and ‘engage in morning squirrel hunts’. What’s more, Clark volunteered, in the apartment under his lived Manhattan’s ‘top veterinary acupuncturist’. He said he’d already spoken with this healer and felt confident that, with his help, Shelby would someday make a full recovery.


‘I’m afraid that’s unlikely,’ I said. ‘Her spine was crushed. I’m not sure you know this, but there’s a possibility that somebody shot her before she was run over.’


‘Have you ever been treated with acupuncture?’


‘Well, no,’ I stammered.


‘Then you remain unacquainted with its magic.’


The call lasted over an hour, derailing my day. I was on deadline that morning for Time magazine, working in my small office above a western-clothing store to convert a stack of raw reporting produced by various stringers around the country into an intelligible story about some matter of popular sociology – TV violence, children of divorce – that couldn’t be dealt with in a hundred pages but that I had to summarize in four. I didn’t particularly like the job but I was in dire need of money just then, having recently borrowed half a million dollars to buy a five-hundred-acre ranch ten miles north of the town of Livingston in what a poetic realtor had described as ‘the shadows of the Crazy Mountains’. The place was a picturesque ruin of sagging fences, overgrazed pastures, and broken-down corrals whose hayfields were irrigated by shallow ditches riddled with rattlesnake dens and badger holes. The house had a kitchen with a toilet in it, out in the open, not far from the sink, and its top floor was abandoned and boarded shut. I’d bought the place to fulfill a dream of self-sufficient country living, but I was discovering that paying for it would mean working harder than I ever had at assignments much drearier than I could bear. The scariest part was that my loan – a private contract with the ranch’s old owner, a podiatrist from Billings – stipulated that I could lose the place if I missed even a single monthly payment.


Clark did most of the talking during the call. He told me a lot about himself, and much of what he told me was hard to process without the ability to see his face and know if he was joking or exaggerating. He told me he’d never gone to high school. He told me he collected modern art but that he found it ugly: ‘Pure puke on canvas’. He told me he only ate bread he baked himself. He told me he owned another Gordon setter named Yates on whom he lavished three-course meals prepared from fresh ingredients by his private chef. He asked for the number of my fax machine so he could send me copies of the recipes.


‘You actually write these recipes out?’ I asked him.


‘My people do,’ he said.


While I waited for the document, drinking cold coffee at my cluttered desk and ignoring the beeping of my phone line (my editors at Time were trying to reach me), I asked Clark what he did for work. My hunch was that he did nothing at all.


‘At present,’ he said, ‘I’m a freelance central banker.’


I asked him to explain. Think of a country’s money supply,’ he said, ‘as a lake or a river behind a dam. Think of me as the keeper of that dam. I decide how much water flows over its turbines at what velocity, and for what duration. The trick is to let through sufficient water to nourish and sustain a country’s crops but not so much that it floods the fields and drowns them.’


‘Which countries,’ I asked Clark, ‘do you do this for?’


‘At the moment? Thailand.’


‘That’s a lot of responsibility.’


‘It’s fun.’


‘Which countries before Thailand?’


‘That’s confidential.’


‘This can’t be a common profession.’


‘We invented it. My company did, I mean. Asterisk LLC.’


He spoke with an accent, clipped and international, and occasionally tossed in a word, like ‘erstwhile’ or ‘improprietous’, that seemed to tie a bow on the sentence that included it. I judged his peculiar manner to be the product of a profoundly insulated upbringing. I recalled meeting a few people like him in college at Princeton – pedigreed, boastful, overschooled eccentrics who spoke like cousins of Katharine Hepburn – but I’d been raised in rural Minnesota, deep in manure-scented dairy country, and I’d never succeeded in getting close to them. Their clubs wouldn’t have me, I didn’t play their sports, and I found them a bit repulsive physically, what with their prematurely thinning hair and delicate, intestinal-pink skin. After college, while studying at Oxford on a fellowship, I’d managed to mix with some of their British counterparts, even Princess Diana’s younger brother, but I was just a novelty to them, a vulgar New World entertainment. When my time at Oxford ended, I hung on in London for several months doing clerical work at a small law firm and tearing around with a crew of titled party boys. In truth, I couldn’t keep up with them. The cabs. The bar tabs. Eventually I flew back to America and landed a job at Vanity Fair writing punning headlines for fluffy stories about Nancy Reagan’s Italian gown designer and Sting’s wife’s charity activities, but my boss didn’t like that I stayed in at night instead of throwing myself into the social scene and I was fired within a year.


But Clark seemed to like me, and to want me to like him. When the dog menu started creeping from the fax machine, it persuaded me of his eagerness.


2 cups freshly cooked brown rice


1 green vegetable (usually green squash) finely ground in food processor


1 yellow vegetable (usually carrots) finely ground in food processor


1 clove garlic finely ground in food processor


1–2 lbs. raw fatty beef, ground fresh in food processor just before feeding


or 1–2 lbs. cooked ground turkey/chicken


or 1 can salmon


some kelp powder, 1 TBS brewer’s yeast, some bone-meal, 2 TBS wheat germ, some bee pollen


Reading over this mad, painstaking document, I resolved to meet Clark in the flesh, should I ever get the chance. As a novelist, I’d be guilty of professional malpractice if I didn’t try.


He still wasn’t finished trying to impress me. As though he thought it would burnish his credentials for the role of the setter’s adoptive parent, he told me that he lived next door to Tony Bennett, whom he said he could hear rehearsing through the walls at night. He told me that he had degrees from Harvard and Yale, where he’d studied economics and mathematics. He told me that he could sing the words to any song that I might name to the tune of the theme from Gilligan’s Island, and he demonstrated with a Cole Porter lyric. He told me that he’d learned from ‘sources’ that Prince Charles and the Queen had murdered Diana with the help of a team of crack commandos, and he said that he knew from speaking with a close friend (the Admiral of the Navy’s Seventh Fleet) that the People’s Republic of China and the United States had recently signed a secret treaty allowing the Communists to invade Taiwan, without opposition, at their convenience.


‘That’s the story of the coming century: Chinese Lebensraum,’ he said. ‘We’re back in the 1930s before the war, and it’s not going to end well. Prepare yourself, Walter. I warn you.’


‘How?’ I said.


‘Precisely.’


‘I’m serious. How?’ I asked. ‘Because, frankly, I’m with you on some of this.’


‘On China?’


‘On the general drift toward global conflict.’


‘Here,’ Clark said, ‘is how it soon shall be. Japan will be the front porch of their new empire, whose might will push out to Australia and New Zealand. We will retreat to Hawaii, a shrunken power, and a new hemispheric order will take hold. In time, we’ll be forced to renounce our Western alliances as we submit to the interests of the East. Indeed, this is what’s happening already; it simply has yet to be publicly announced.’


When I mentioned to Clark that I reviewed books for New York magazine, he told me that just a couple of days earlier he’d written a book review himself – his first ever, for Amazon.com. He directed me to it while we were on the phone and insisted that I read it then and there on my computer. The book in question was Conversations with God: An Uncommon Dialogue and the review was titled ‘Move Over, L. Ron Hubbard, Here Comes Neale Donald Walsch’. Its lofty, scolding, condescending tone was poorly matched to its sophomoric prose:


Neale Donald Walsch, a writer with a clear God-complex, presumes to speak for God in an imaginary conversation of mostly upper-case ‘Me’ sentences . . . Written in Question and Answer format and almost all short words and sentences that even Hemingway could not have made any shorter, the book should have appeal to the marginally literate. Its Do-Whatever-Feels-Right philosophy should give anyone enough justification to live a 1960s Free Love lifestyle. In my favorite line, p. 61, God said through Mr Walsch that ‘Hitler Went to Heaven’.


‘Book sounds bad,’ I said when I was done.


‘But what do you think of the review?’


There are certain subjects that I can’t lie about, so I tried to be diplomatic. ‘Well, it’s spirited.’


Finally, we got down to business about the dog. Clark lamented the fact that his plane was indisposed, and he let it be known that he didn’t drive. He asked me if Shelby might be sent by train. I told him the train would take days and wasn’t dependable – if Amtrak even carried animals. Then I brought up the idea of hiring a courier. I offered to find one, negotiate a price, and handle all the necessary arrangements.


‘I’m afraid that won’t do,’ Clark said.


I asked why not.


He answered with a long litany of his bad experiences with ‘service people’, from greedy plumbers to dishonest maids. They faked injuries. They filed lawsuits. They pilfered family heirlooms. It was such a shame. Society had changed. People had lost all sense of personal honor – people at every level, low and high. Indeed, it was the people at the top, in government but particularly in business, whose lack of integrity most discouraged him.


‘I’d rather not use a stranger for this job. I’d rather entrust it to a friend,’ Clark said. ‘To be candid, I have security concerns.’


Out my window, half a mile away, a coal train was grinding and clanking its way through town, and my mind suddenly wandered. I led a strange existence in Montana, the result of many strange decisions. Eight years earlier, in the spring of 1990, I’d come here from New York to report on a religious cult that was preparing for Armageddon. The leader of the cult, a middle-aged woman who claimed to channel the spirits of such fabled figures as the Buddha, Sir Francis Bacon, and Merlin, was urging her followers to leave their homes and move to a bomb shelter dug into a mountainside. I bought one of these houses for a low price (the End of the World creates motivated sellers), thinking I’d use it as a writing retreat. I ended up staying. Five years later, impulse struck again. After a ten-month courtship, I married Maggie, the nineteen-year-old daughter of the novelist Thomas McGuane and the actress Margot Kidder. I was thirty-four. I did things my way. Now, three years later, we had a baby coming and lived on a ranch that I’d purchased on a whim and had no notion of how to run.


‘Are we out of ideas?’ Clark said.


He knew we weren’t. As I’d told the Pipers at dinner the previous night, I’d done the drive to New York City before. Three years earlier, a few months after our wedding, I’d signed a short lease on a small loft located in Manhattan’s Flower District, feeling cramped in a town of seven thousand scandalized by my marriage to a teenager. I’d also needed a break from my new mother-in-law, who had moved back to Livingston to be near Maggie after having lived here in the 1970s during the town’s chaotic bohemian heyday. Margot’s brief marriage to Maggie’s father had been an outlandish cultural period piece, torrid with stimulants and infidelity, and her return to the scene unbalanced her. A few months after my wedding, she broke down on a visit to Los Angeles, ran through the airport fleeing imagined killers, flung away her dentures and her purse, and turned up days later in suburban Glendale living under a hedge in someone’s yard with almost all her hair chopped off. She returned to Montana to rest and gather her wits. The next thing I knew she was sitting in our living room being interviewed by Barbara Walters, whose crew and equipment forced me from the house and onto our front steps, where the neighbors had gathered, seeking Barbara’s autograph.


I couldn’t skip town soon enough. I packed up my car, put Maggie on a plane, and hurled myself into a wet gray prairie blizzard that didn’t let up until I reached Saint Paul, where I decided to proceed through Canada rather than via Chicago and the southern route. I finally calmed down as I approached New York. Why hadn’t I just stayed in Manhattan, I wondered now. Because I couldn’t afford to, I remembered. The city had cleaned itself up during my absence and real estate prices had arrowed off the graph. The crack epidemic that was raging when I left had been replaced by a luxury condo epidemic. Worse, my old Princeton friends were getting rich, in some cases thanks to having bought such condos just as I was skedaddling to Montana. Their clothes came from shops that I felt unworthy to enter and their wedding receptions featured bands that made real records, records that reached the charts.


Before Clark and I were off the phone, I’d made up my mind to drive the dog myself. It took another call to make arrangements, but by the time he proposed a ‘handsome stipend’ as a token of his ‘boundless gratitude,’ we both understood the terms of our new friendship. He would delight me with comic songs and dog menus and access to a circle I’d thought closed to me, and I would repay him with the indulgent loyalty that writers reserve for their favorite characters, the ones, it’s said, we can’t make up.




TWO


IF I’D MET the dog first, I might never have met Clark. I might have refused to take the trip. Her fur was black with spots of rusty red, and her frail, wasted body was tapered like a mermaid’s. On the day I went to pick her up, she lay on the floor in the Pipers’ living room and gazed at us through moist, beseeching eyes fringed by lashes flecked with dust and dandruff. I could see every rib, every knob along her spine. The feeling she roused in me wasn’t pity or sadness, but a sort of primitive revulsion. My instinct was to back away from her, to distance myself from her scourged, drained, shriveled spirit.


Instead, I crouched down and petted her bony skull. She took no apparent pleasure in my touch, just huddled and trembled, aggressively pathetic, while the Pipers beamed approval on her.


‘We’re going to miss our Shelbatron,’ Harry said, apparently referring to her dependency on the prosthetic K-9 Kart. His wife slid a comforting arm around his waist. ‘It helps to know she’s found the perfect home.’


The Pipers believed that Shelby’s survival was the work of God himself, helped by the prayers of the people at their church. They were dog people, a type I’d never be. Dog people hail from an old branch of humanity that remembers in its chromosomes what it is like to hunt and sleep with animals. Dogs, to them, are beings sent down from heaven to test our capacity for love. The article about Shelby that Mary had written for the Gordon Setter Club of America (the article that attracted Clark, presumably) concluded with these lines: ‘I am a big fan of rescue – as the Scriptures say (and bear with me those who are not religious) – “Do not forget to entertain strangers, for by doing so, some people have entertained angels without knowing it.” ’


Harry was as kindhearted as his wife, perhaps because of a trauma from his childhood. His father had been a partner in a large brokerage firm, Piper, Jaffrey and Hopwood, that was based in my home state of Minnesota, and his mother, Virginia, a famous Twin Cities society figure, had been the victim of the highest-ransom unsolved kidnapping in American history. I met Harry when he’d asked for my opinion of a book he was writing about the crime, which happened in 1972, not long before the Patty Hearst abduction, which pushed it from the headlines. After paying one million dollars for his wife’s freedom, Harry’s father was directed by the perpetrators to a secret spot in the northern Minnesota woods where he and Harry, who was in his teens then, found Virginia lashed to a tree trunk. The coiffed and gowned socialite Harry knew from home had been replaced by a shivering wild beast caked in its own feces. He felt revulsion, and then shame for feeling it. Seeing his mother in her disheveled state had colored his view of her afterward, he told me, and he hoped that the book might somehow purge his troubled conscience.


Before I could leave on what I’d estimated would be a three-day drive to the East Coast (Maggie planned to fly out and join me when I arrrived, both to meet Clark, who intrigued her, and to enjoy a weekend city holiday before her November due date drew too near), I had to learn to put Shelby in her wheelchair. I tenderly slipped my arms beneath her and carried her outside to the yard. Through her skin I could feel the outlines of her organs – spongy, faintly rounded objects that seemed to be floating loose inside her body. The source of her feeble life force was hard to locate. Her heart didn’t beat; it just very lightly tapped, like a grasshopper jumping inside a paper bag.


The wheelchair was a spidery contraption fabricated from some lightweight metal and equipped with several straps and slings that held Shelby’s paralyzed back end in place, preventing her legs from scraping on the ground or rubbing against the tires. Because her legs were more like ropes than limbs, getting them into the harness was a challenge. Finally, I tied on her booties, two leather pouches meant to shield her back feet in case they dragged.


We repeated the procedure so I’d remember it and could teach it to Clark.


‘Time for our girl to show off,’ said Harry. ‘Come!’


Shelby jerked forward in her metal armature. The first stretch of progress was easily achieved; it took only a tiny pulse of will to turn the axle and the two spoked wheels. Then the wheelchair sped up and reached a downhill grade, panicking Shelby with its momentum. She twisted sideways as though to get away from it, staggered, yelped in reflex, and turned around as if to bite the thing. Harry went to calm her. This took awhile. After her panting slowed and she stopped trembling, he walked away and ordered her to come again.


I felt sick. The whole exercise seemed doomed. Harry had said that Shelby was improving, that she’d come a long way, a miraculously long way, but the quavering manner in which she held herself convinced me that she’d started to slip again. In my pocket was the first cell phone I’d ever owned, bought to update the Pipers and Clark during the trip. Should I use it to call him in New York and cancel our arrangement? He’d want a good reason. He might even get angry; he had a certain peevish streak, I’d noticed. Most rich people did. They wanted what they wanted when they wanted it.


Harry and I freed Shelby from her prosthesis and lifted her into the cab of my Ford pickup truck. His help was symbolic, like a pallbearer’s – I could have done the job myself – and it complicated the maneuver, nearly causing us to drop her. Once she was situated on the seat and had resumed her natural shapelessness, Harry stepped back and finally let the tears crash. Mary looked down. His crying was hard to watch, startlingly primal and disfiguring, with sources beyond those in the present, it seemed.


‘Please drive safely,’ he said.


‘I will. I always do.’


‘You have your phone?’


‘It’s right here in my pants.’


‘She’s Clark’s now,’ he said. ‘She’s little Shelby Rockefeller.’


Harry produced a glass vial from his shirt that contained water from the Sea of Galilee. He flicked a few drops at Shelby on the seat and sprinkled a few more on the truck’s hood. The night we’d had dinner I’d told him about the shelter dog, a hyperactive, big-boned mutt named Miles, that had leapt in front of the truck that spring while I was driving into a hayfield. Miles’s head appeared above the hood line, his tongue lolling horribly from his open mouth, and then he vanished, followed by an articulated crunch that I felt through the steering wheel in both my wrists. I braked and backed up, then jumped down out of the cab and gathered the broken black body in my arms. The trip into town with Miles across my lap, jerking and slackening, leaking life and spirit, prepared me for nightmares that, strangely, never came. I braced myself for them; they never came. Their absence was a subtle form of punishment, denying me the catharsis that I craved.


After the ritual of the holy water, Harry asked us to join hands and close our eyes. His prayer, which was fervent, petitioned the saints and angels to watch over me and Shelby as we traveled and guide us safely to our destination. He also asked the spirits to smile on Clark, to bless him with wisdom, fill his heart with love, and grant him the gift of healing as Shelby’s keeper.


When we opened our eyes again, I was free to go.


I WASN’T IN ANY shape shape for a long drive. I’d worn myself out that spring and early summer driving 120 miles each way back and forth between Livingston and Billings, Montana’s largest city, where I was reporting a cover story for Time on methamphetamine abuse. The photographer with me had covered foreign wars but said that he found Billings after dark scarier than Zimbabwe or Beirut. I insisted on full immersion in the dark atmosphere and made us stay in a cowboy-themed motel with brown cartographic stains on its thin mattresses. We followed the addicts around from bar to bar, lighting and relighting their bent cigarettes and listening to their fierce paranoid raps about UFO microphones sewn into their scalps and underground cities of scheming Jewish bankers. The photographer owned a police band radio that we kept turned on inside my car so we could race to drug-related crime scenes. We happened on stabbings whose victims were still bleeding and chain-swinging riots in pit-bull trailer courts. In my glove compartment was a loaded pistol – a macho secret that bred a rugged attitude – and in my jeans was a bottle of Ritalin, a drug that I sometimes used when writing on deadline. When the pills hit my bloodstream I felt brisk and competent, a hard-boiled reporter in an old movie, but once they wore off I grew touchy and distracted. The only antidote was another pill, dissolved in a can of soda for faster action. I built up quite a tolerance this way, for both Ritalin and Dr Pepper.


Between my nights on assignment I played rancher, wrestling with the tools of western agriculture – shovels, post-hole diggers, and wire stretchers. I liked the ranch; having grown up in the country, I’d never done well in towns and cities. Urban landscapes made of language, bristling with cautions, promotions, and announcements, kept me thinking, even in my sleep. In the old days, I’d used liquor to smooth things out. But on a trip to New York in 1992 I had my last drink, a double shot of vodka on top of two sleeping tablets I’d taken earlier but decided were duds when they didn’t work immediately, allowing me to rush down to a bar located close enough to my hotel that I judged I could make it back to bed in case they did start to hit. I timed things terribly. I woke in an alley behind a Chinese restaurant with grains of fried rice on me that I thought were maggots. I’d learned my lesson, but only about booze. Pharmaceuticals still had much to teach me.


Maggie was feeling poorly from her pregnancy. She rejected more food that spring than she consumed and seemed frustrated by the progress of the remodeling job that I was doing myself with two paid helpers, one of whom was a listless aging junkie who drilled through walls into current-bearing wires and clogged the toilet almost every time he used it. We’d passed through the stage when you talk about the baby – what its room will be like, whose features it will have – and into the one where you watch the TV news and wonder, without saying anything out loud, why you ever decided to reproduce. Or maybe only I wondered; aside from her nausea, Maggie seemed happy enough. My fear of fatherhood wasn’t normal fear, though; instead of releasing adrenaline, it sapped it, producing a stony, inert fatigue, as though I’d been injected with heavy plastic. Sometimes, if I had an article to write, I took Ritalin in my office or at home, followed by Ambien to bring on sleep. The Ambien only worked for a few hours, and I would wake in a dream state and raid the kitchen, preparing weird mashes of flour and pancake syrup that I would find smeared on dishes in the morning. Sometimes I also found e-mails to old girlfriends and misspelled, unpunctuated notes for lurid short stories with outlandish settings, including, once, a brothel in the Arctic.


My last trip to Billings had been especially harrowing. I met up with a source, a twenty-year-old addict who’d abandoned her toddler during a three-week meth spree, and drove with her to an abandoned house where she was squatting with three male friends who were living off welfare checks that she was still receiving even though her child was in foster care. I interviewed them in the kitchen. It was empty except for a pyramid of beer cans assembled with such maniacal precision that no light could be seen between the cans; they stood four feet high where the table should have been. The tweakers were cooperative at first but things disintegrated when they asked the girl for her check and she answered that she’d lost it. (She’d told me it was hidden in her underwear.) One of her friends dumped her purse out on the floor while another went upstairs and came back down with an army-style rifle. He pointed it at me and my photographer and asked who we really worked for. ‘Time,’ I said. But who owned Time? I tried to tell him. The girl started trying to talk him down, allowing me to slip out with the photographer. We drove a circuitous route to our motel, but the Ritalin in me convinced me we’d been followed. Too jumpy to sleep, I cracked the blinds and monitored the parking lot all night.


AT THE END OF the Pipers’ driveway I stopped my truck. Beside me, on a plywood platform that I’d made myself and covered with a green blanket, Shelby lay with her nose stuck in a vent. In front of us was the immense Montana sky. White clouds were stacked up to the atmosphere’s curved ceiling and monumental disclosures seemed at hand. I lit a cigarette to prepare for them and entered a frontage road that served I-90, exhaling sideways through my rolled-down window. At some point I looked down and to my right and saw Shelby’s nostrils, the most responsive part of her, gaping wide as though to pull the smoke in. I blew a small puff at her, experimenting, and saw that her tobacco hunger was real. A legacy of the master who’d abandoned her? Or was it some campfire reflex from ancient hunting times, when man and dog and spear and pipe were one?


Someone called my new phone a few miles into the drive, but when I picked up I couldn’t hear a voice – the signal was too weak. In case it was Clark, I tried his number, but I was confident he wouldn’t answer; all phone calls had to originate with him. It was a privacy measure, one of many. He’d also told me he used his Rockefeller name only with friends and family, never in public. The phone rang and rang when I called it; no machine. He’d said he didn’t like answering machines because the tapes or computer chips inside them could fall into untrustworthy hands.


Within an hour of setting out, I’d learned all there was to know about the challenges of driving a dog without a functioning nervous system in the back half of its body. The main problem was that Shelby couldn’t brace herself; she was helpless against centrifugal force. When I hit the brakes or rounded a curve, she’d pinball around inside the cab, slamming against the dashboard and the door. I fastened her in with a seatbelt but she hated it and protested by chewing at the buckle. Afraid that she’d break her teeth, I set her free and positioned her with her head across my lap and my right arm pressing firmly on her neck. This steadied her but it distracted me, forcing me to bear down at critical moments when I should have been focused on my driving.


About twice an hour she had to pee. She didn’t whimper or fidget when the urge came, but we were becoming psychic, the two of us, intimately dual, and I knew in my muscles when she had to go. I’d start scanning for places to pull over, but it was Montana, where freeway exits are rare, so I would find myself weighing up the cost of letting her wet herself inside the truck versus the risk of parking on the shoulder, unprotected against hurtling semis. The first two times this happened, I chose safety, but once the green blanket was reeking of ammonia I decided to stop no matter what.


My end of the deal, where peeing was involved, meant lifting her down from the truck onto the ground and holding her under the belly while the urine drizzled from her urethra. It drizzled because the nerve damage she’d suffered prevented her from directing it. Once, at a rest stop, the urine soaked my arm, creating the problem of how to dry my arm. I could walk to the bathrooms and fetch a paper towel, but since I couldn’t leave Shelby lying there helpless, I either had to carry her in with me or lock her in the truck. The truck was closer. Once I got her into it, my dripping arm had wiped off on her fur. The problem had solved itself, though not in a way I felt good about.


I didn’t much care by then. I was in despair.


The air conditioner gave out near Billings and filled the cab with the toxic smell of engine coolant. A short distance on, I ran over a length of steel-belted tire – what truckers call a ‘gator’ – that seemed to put my alignment out of whack. I regrouped and refueled at a truck stop with a casino that attracted the desperate meth types familiar to me from my reporting. I kept an eye on them loitering near the building – for some reason they always came in couples, often a pasty, heavy, braless woman with a wolfish, jiggly-eyed man – as I set down the red plastic bowl I’d brought along and filled it from a jug of water. But without her chair to hold her upright so she could get her head over the bowl, Shelby couldn’t lap the water. I unfolded the chair and worked to get her into it. I had to push her face in the bowl to make her drink, but she refused to unfurl her pink tongue, which wasn’t as pink as a dog’s tongue ought to be. It was gray, gray like freezer-burned meat. I grabbed her chin and pushed a thumb and finger in between her jaws to wedge them open, then poured the bowl of water over her snout. A little went down, but she choked and coughed it out. I was crying by then, and in the purest way – the way people cry when there’s no one around who cares and they can stop or carry on as they please. And so they carry on; they might as well.
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