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            The Difficult Ghost

         

         Trying out beginnings, here’s one possibility.

         Thursday, 13 April 2023, the cemetery in Palamós, a town of eighteen thousand inhabitants on the Costa Brava in Spain. Three individuals—two men, one woman—are searching for a grave. There are vaults, long rows of niches, and some headstones. They have no directions to go on, but common sense makes them think that they’re not looking for a vault—too ostentatious—or a niche—too common—but rather a headstone. Still, though the cemetery is small, the gravestone doesn’t turn up. The woman does a quick Google search, finds a name and an image and tells the men: “Here, this is what it looks like. We have to look for this stone.” They walk down paths they’ve already fruitlessly checked. Suddenly, one of the men stops.

         “Here. It’s this one.”

         He says it curtly, as if checking his excitement, as if he were afraid of being wrong or being right. The gravestone is large and made of dark granite. New-looking plastic flowers are propped against it. A bronze plaque 8reads, in Spanish: “Robert Ruark. Writer. Born in North Carolina on 29 December 1915. Died in London on 1 July 1965. Great friend of Spain. RIP.” Here lie the remains of the man who, supposedly, first brought the ghost that the woman is seeking to this town.

         It’s just one way to begin a story. For a few days, it will seem like enough.
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         All stories have a beginning. For example, this one: “The village of Holcomb stands on the high wheat plains of western Kansas, a lonesome area that other Kansans call ‘out there.”’
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         The relevance of the graveyard beginning dwindles as the days pass: turns out, the man who is buried in the Palamós cemetery did not actually bring the ghost the woman is looking for. Or rather: much of what has been written about this subject—as about so many other things—merely repeats previous versions whose doubtful and slippery origins are, precisely: doubtful, slippery.
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         9What do I feel when I see it for the first time, that Wednesday, 12 April 2023? It’s a simple, two-story house with an unimposing beauty, a tame white animal surging up between sky and sea. What do I feel at the sight of it? We drive in, Juan Pablo Martín Ruiu at the wheel, Nicolás Gaviria in the passenger seat; they’d picked me up in Barcelona, where I’d flown in from Buenos Aires. We enter through the green gate with the word “Sanià” written in artful letters above it, I get out of the car, and Pluma the dog, an eight-month-old Weimaraner, jumps up on me. What do I feel then? When I’m greeted by Ari, one of the house’s three cooks (the other two who aren’t there: Mike, British, very thin, with an expression of mute irony that functions as an opinion on the human race as a whole, and Inma, a Spanish woman who also cooks for the nuns at a convent), and Marisa, an Argentine who is in charge of the cleaning: young, blonde, with light eyes that seem always on the verge of breaking into tears—what do I feel then? It’s not the majesty of the crystal cove that perplexes me, not the cascading rock face, not the trees clinging like claws to the mountain’s throat; rather, it’s the awareness that even if everything is different from when the man who is now a ghost lived here—the house was different, the forest different—I am still seeing what he saw: this landscape 10of dramatic beauty that will be the same every day, and every day so different.
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         The house was built by Nicolas Woevodosky, a Russian descendant of Tzar Nicolas whose second marriage was to a British woman named Dorothy Webster. Woevodosky came to the Costa Brava at the end of the 1920s, bought seventeen coastal hectares (probably for very little money, since this land so full of pine trees and rocks was impossible to cultivate, and was less valuable than the fertile interior). He built several residences, including the Cap Roig Castle; the monumental home of British actress Madeleine Carroll—star of Hitchcock’s The 39 Steps—which is nearby, in Sant Antoni de Calonge; and, finally, this house in the Sanià cove, which he originally built for an English lord, and which then passed into the hands of Luis Urquijo, Marquis of Amurrio, and then to the Spanish Ferrer-Salat family, owners of the Ferrer pharmaceutical company. As of 2023, its current owner, Sergi Ferrer-Salat, has made it into a literary residency, a place where several people—three or four at a time—come to do what one American writer did here for several months in 1962: shut themselves away to write. 11
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         I am assigned a second-floor room with a ceiling of wooden beams and rafters. One of its windows has a mountain view, the other a view of the sea. A balcony leans out over a neat, austere terrace: planted beds, trees, flowerpots with geraniums and cacti. Everything in the room is painted white, including the closet doors. There are chairs with straw seats, throw pillows, wool blankets—a rustic, unpretentious style. My study is next to the bedroom: desk, a single bed, still-empty shelves. The first thing I do is step out onto the balcony that connects the two rooms. The horizon is like a slash, a command: “This is as far as it goes.” In the cove below I see rocks submerged in the water’s dreamy murmur. The only sounds are the waves breaking and the shrill screech of seagulls. Everything is wild and clean, hard, nearly untamed. I’m in this room because, though it’s impossible to prove, it is supposedly the one where the U.S. writer stayed. I’m struck by a thought: “This is a place for disappearing completely.”
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         From spring until after the summer of 1962, the American writer Truman Capote stayed at this house 12working on the final third of In Cold Blood, the book he defined as a “nonfiction novel,” a genre he claimed to have invented. His stay at Sanià was only part of the much longer time he spent on the Costa Brava. He arrived in the area on 26 April 1960, driving from France to the Hotel Trías in Palamós, a small town ten minutes from here. He came with two dogs, a cat, his partner, the writer Jack Dunphy—a serious and silent man, so distinct from Capote and his jolly flitting—plus four thousand pages of notes, documents, and transcripts from an investigation he’d begun in Kansas at the end of 1959, with the goal of transforming them into a book that he hoped to finish quickly. There was no reason to think things would go otherwise: all he needed was for two people to be executed in the United States, and all signs seemed to point to that happening very soon.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Ever since I first started to think about this book—and to size up the obstacles I would encounter in its execution: namely, almost everyone who knew Capote is dead, and the few still alive were in his orbit just to provide him with services, since few of them spoke English and he didn’t speak Spanish—I’ve had its title: The Difficult Ghost. Because I came here in search of 13a difficult ghost, because I myself was traveling with a ghost—the reverberations of a private revolution that seemed to have caught up with me—and because I was full of the spectral emptiness that had been left—as always happens—by the nonfiction book I had just finished writing.

         The day I reached Sanià, I went downstairs to the library to meet Nicolás Gaviria. He is a thirty-one-year-old Colombian who manages the residency, reads a lot, listens to sad songs, and runs. He wasn’t there yet, so I took a look around. Domed ceilings, doors secured with showy iron locks—the space has a contemporary air that contrasts with the house’s age, but it’s a discreet contemporaneity, with no trace of aggressive over-design. On the mantel over the chimney—which isn’t used much, because the region’s feverish winds push the smoke back inside—I saw a book. It was thin, white except for the black letters of the title. I went closer and read: Libro de fantasmas. Llibre de fantasmes. Book of Ghosts. “This is going to get interesting,” I said to myself. I opened it. It had some terrifying illustrations.
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         The Mediterranean Sea lies like a transparent veil over the cove below the house. For nearly six weeks, that 14landscape will seep like an infection into everything I think, feel, and write. But Capote was immune. None of this supernatural splendor is reflected in his work, or in the letters he sent from here, or in the interviews in which he was asked about the writing process behind the book that let him ascend to Olympus, and later dragged him down to hell.
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         But first, this.

         The mother: Lillie Mae Faulk, married at sixteen to Arch Persons. She gets pregnant. Tries to abort. Can’t. Her son, Truman Streckfus Persons, is born in New Orleans on 30 September 1924. Lillie Mae is beautiful, young, she wants to have fun, to travel. To that end, she leaves her little boy locked in the hotel rooms where she stays. She gives explicit instructions: even if the child cries, the staff must not open the door. The boy cries. The staff obeys. Lillie Mae soon separates from Arch Persons.

         The child: Lillie Mae takes him to live with some aunts and an uncle in Monroeville, a tiny town in Alabama. The boy is fiercely blond, and effeminate. He makes friends with a neighbor named Harper Lee, whom he calls Nelle. The boy’s mother takes off to New York. 15Every once in a while she reappears and promises to take him with her. “But after three days, she left. And I stood in the road, watching her drive away in a black Buick, which got smaller and smaller and smaller. Imagine a dog, watching and waiting and hoping to be taken away. That is the picture of me then,” says the boy once he is a man.

         The father: Vanished, gone, unimportant.

         The mother and child: Lillie Mae finally does take the boy to New York, where she has married a successful businessman of Cuban origin, Joseph Garcia Capote. She changes her name to Nina Capote. The child takes his stepfather’s last name. In the fall of 1936, at twelve years old, he writes a letter to his biological father: “As you know my last name was changed from Person’s [sic] to Capote, and I would appreciate it if in the future you would address me as Truman Capote, as everyone knows me by that name.”

         In broad strokes: with no family history of artistic vocation, he starts to write. He describes a landscape, a room, what he sees out the window. He edits, teaches himself technique. “By the time I was 16 I was really a competent writer. Technically, I wrote as well then as I do now. Technically I understood the whole mechanism,” he told Lawrence Grobel in the early eighties, in an interview collected in Conversations with Capote. He 16manages to get a job as a copyboy at The New Yorker. He shows his stories to people there, but no one is interested. He publishes them instead at Mademoiselle, Harper’s Bazaar, and the Atlantic Monthly, where his story “Shut a Final Door” wins the O. Henry Prize. His stint at The New Yorker lasts a couple of years. A confused episode during a reading by the poet Robert Frost (Capote, there as a “representative” of the magazine, got a cramp and bent over to ease it. Frost thought he had fallen asleep, got angry, and stopped the reading) leads to Capote a) being fired, or b) quitting. The different versions are, like so many others, contradictory and propagated by Capote himself. He lives with his mother, who consumes barbaric quantities of alcohol and pills. He tries to finish a novel in the midst of a hellish domestic life. He is invited to the Yaddo artist residency, forty minutes from New York. There he meets Newton Arvin, one of the most important literary critics in the United States. They fall in love. In 1948, at twenty-three years old, he publishes his first novel: Other Voices, Other Rooms. Its success is overwhelming. He is called a genius. The photo printed on the back cover, languid and decadent, generates just as much ink as the book itself: too lascivious, people say, too perverse. He publishes The Grass Harp in 1951, The Muses Are Heard in 1956, and Breakfast 17at Tiffany’s in 1958. In 1954, between one thing and another, his mother commits suicide. By then, he is the fifties version of an influencer: he goes to the city’s most exclusive parties, gets close to beautiful, wealthy women—his “swans”—such as Babe Paley, wife of William Paley, president of CBS; Slim Keith, wife first of Howard Hawks and then of Leland Hayward, a powerful theater producer; Gloria Guinness, wife of magnate Loel Guinness; Lee Radziwill, Jackie Kennedy’s sister; Marella Agnelli, an Italian noblewoman married to the heir of the Fiat empire, Gianni Agnelli. He has the high voice of a talking doll, a funny way of pronouncing his s’s, a deep laugh that doesn’t match that voice. He describes himself as “about as tall as a shotgun and just as noisy.” He is short, very blond, slender, two-faced, intelligent, egocentric, a writer convinced of his own superiority over his peers, someone who has taken a relatively short time to make a name for himself and pry open the gates of heaven.

         Then comes that day when he opens up The New York Times. It’s 16 November 1959, and he reads about something that has happened in Holcomb, Kansas: “A wealthy wheat farmer, his wife and their two young children were found shot to death today in their home. They had been killed by shotgun blasts at close range after being bound and gagged.” He immediately speaks 18with William Shawn, his editor at The New Yorker—where he has been publishing for years in a stunning revenge arc: from errand boy to star writer—and says he wants to go to Holcomb to write an article about how the crime has affected the townspeople. Shawn agrees.

         There is another version—there’s always another version—that says Shawn is the one who proposes two stories for him to choose between: describe the daily life of a cleaning woman in New York, or go to Kansas to relate the murder’s aftermath. In this version, Capote consults with his friend Slim Keith, who advises him: “Do the easier one, go to Kansas.” And he does.

         In both versions, Capote is thirty-five years old and beginning to build his coffin. Exquisite. Carved by hand.
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         During the first days I’ll call it “Sanià.” Later, I’ll call it “the house,” and eventually “home”: “Let’s go home,” or “I need to stay home today.”

         I wake up every day at five or five-thirty, when dawn is still some way off. At that hour it’s as though everything is sedated, as if a gentle dejection had descended over the earth during the night. To give life to death, Capote came to this place, this collusion of dream and paradise. 19
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         Richard Eugene “Dick” Hickock and Perry Edward Smith arrived at the Clutter home in Holcomb on 14 November 1959 after traveling over 350 miles from Olathe. A prison friend of Dick’s, Floyd Wells—the only fake name in the book; Capote changed it because Wells was the one who turned in the murderers for a reward, and he was vulnerable to retaliation in prison—had given him information that turned out to be false: that the Clutters kept ten thousand dollars on hand in a safe. Dick and Perry went into the house, bound and gagged the family—Bonnie, the mother, and Nancy, the daughter, each in their rooms; Herbert, the father, and Kenyon, the son, in the basement—but found no money. They had resolved not to leave any witnesses. They killed Herbert first: cut his throat and shot him in the head. Then it was Kenyon’s turn: they shot him in the face. Then Nancy: shot in the back of the head. Finally, Bonnie: they shot her in the temple. They took a pair of binoculars, a radio, and forty dollars in cash. They drove to Mexico, then returned to the United States, where they left a long trail of bad checks. Dick’s prison buddy connected the dots and informed on him to the police, who started to track him down. 20

         Capote, meanwhile, was in Garden City, the town near Holcomb that was the center of operations for the investigation. The townspeople and Al Dewey, the detective in charge of the case, all refused to talk to this city bird who dressed so strangely (hat, scarves, and long coats). He brought along his friend Harper Lee, who had just finished a novel, To Kill a Mockingbird, which would win the Pulitzer the following year; she was an unassuming woman with whom the inhabitants of Garden City were more willing to open up.

         Up to that point, the story was the one Capote had come to town to cover: the impact of an inexplicable crime on a town where people could no longer sleep peacefully at night, and had grown suspicious of everyone and everything around them. Then Dick and Perry were arrested in Las Vegas. Capote watched them arrive in Garden City, get out of a car in handcuffs, and disappear into the place where they would be held while they awaited trial.

         It doesn’t always happen, but there are moments when stories start to transform into something else, when a journalist has to let go of ideas about what they were going to tell, admit they’ve lost control, and change course. That moment came for Capote when he saw the two handcuffed men get out of the police car. The story stopped being Holcomb’s story and became 21the murderers’. That about-face changed everything. In Capote’s book and in his life.
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         When I arrive at an unfamiliar place it takes me a while to find the right running circuit, a route that will allow me to detach from the world and think. Very demanding terrain is distracting—too much physical effort—and if it’s too dull I’m not stimulated. But here I find my groove quickly on the second day, aided by Nicolás Gaviria’s advice. I leave the house and turn left, run until I reach a wheat field enlivened by poppy patches, then skirt a grove of poplars, and, after traversing a paved stretch, I go on down the long dirt path of the Petit Train route.

         One day, on my way back, I run into Pol Guasch, one of the resident writers who will soon be leaving the house. He points to my forearm and asks: “What happened?” I look down: fresh blood. Before I’d left for my run, Pluma had nipped at me, but it didn’t hurt. I wash and disinfect my arm, go up to my room and write down what I had thought about while running: Imagine Truman Capote’s oeuvre without In Cold Blood. Would it have been enough? Breakfast at Tiffany’s, Music for Chameleons, stories like “Miriam,” “Children on their 22Birthdays,” the novella Handcarved Coffins—would they have been enough to place him on the podium with the best, with those who will endure over years, over decades? Below this annotation is a reference to my wounded arm. It says: This starts with blood. But as time passes the scar turns into a pink line, then white, and, despite the twisted omen, in the days that follow I find only peace.
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         Capote managed to speak first with Dick—who could call up precise details like what billboards he’d seen along the highway, the names of the motels where they had stayed—and then with the more reticent Perry (a man whose legs had been mangled in a motorcycle accident, whose alcoholic mother had died choking on her own vomit, and who had lost two siblings to suicide). Capote won over Al Dewey and his whole family. He interviewed the Clutters’ friends and neighbors, their employees, the people who found the bodies, Nancy’s boyfriend, and her best friend. He retraced the trip Dick and Perry had made from Olathe, the city they had started from, to Holcomb; he visited the places where they had bought rope to tie people up, tape for gagging their victims. He was a bloodhound, though no one had 23ever taught him to be one. He returned to New York after the trial in which the two men were sentenced to death; in Kansas, back then, that meant they would hang.

         On 21 January 1960, he wrote to his friend, the photographer Cecil Beaton: “Dearest Cecil—Returned yesterday—after nearly 2 months in Kansas: an extraordinary experience, in many ways the most interesting thing that’s ever happened to me. But I will let you read about it—it may amount to a small book.” On 22 January, he wrote to Alvin and Marie Dewey: “I have had long talks with the staff at The New Yorker, and with Random House. Just today I signed a contract for the book. Everyone is very enthusiastic.”

         It’s said that Capote manipulated Dick and Perry (especially Perry) in order to gain their trust and get information—telling them, for example, his own tragic story (suicidal mother, childhood in a dull town, successive abandonments). The hygiene of a journalistic interview is debatable. A formula smeared with prophylactic words like “ethics” simply cannot be applied; any relationship harbors some degree of manipulation. The most common sort in an interview is to apply the principle of, “I’ll tell you a little about me, you tell me everything about you.” Since Capote didn’t record his conversations—he claimed to be able to faithfully reproduce ninety-four percent of what was said—there 24is no way of knowing how far he took that manipulation, except through testimonies of people he interviewed. They, however, will have constructed their own versions in turn, largely depending on whether Capote portrayed them as good or bad in the book. But there was manipulation in everything: to Beaton, he mentioned a “small book” with some uncertainty; one day later, he was writing the Deweys to announce he had already signed a contract for “the book” about which he’d had “long talks” with his editors. This manipulation would later take a more serious turn.
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         “One can never be alone enough when one writes, […] there can never be enough silence around one when one writes, […] even night is not night enough,” wrote Kafka in a letter in 1913. “I have often thought that the best mode of life for me would be to sit in the innermost room of a spacious locked cellar with my writing things and a lamp. Food would be brought and always put down far away from my room, outside the cellar’s outermost door. The walk to my food, in my dressing gown, through the vaulted cellars, would be my only exercise. I would then return to my table, eat slowly and with deliberation, then start writing again at once. And how I would write! 25From what depths I would drag it up! Without effort!” In another letter he wrote, “I need solitude for my writing; not ‘like a hermit’—that wouldn’t be enough—but like a dead man. Writing is a deeper sleep than death. Just as one wouldn’t pull a corpse from its grave, I can’t be dragged from my desk at night.”

         There are people who write in bars, on planes, during free time between picking the kids up from school and cooking dinner. For me, solitude is a requirement and a method. Even the mute presence of someone doing their best not to bother me bothers me and keeps me from writing. One of the most terrifying scenes from A Man in Love, the second volume of Karl Ove Knausgaard’s saga, My Struggle, comes when he is trying to progress in his writing even while he has fallen in love with Linda, who will become his wife. Just arrived from London, he lets her know that they won’t be able to see each other the next night because he has to work late.

         
            At nine she texted me, I answered, she sent another message, she was out with Cora, they were at a place nearby having a beer, I texted, have a good time, said I loved her, a couple more texts went to and fro, then all went quiet and I thought she had gone back to her place. But she hadn’t, at around twelve she knocked on my door. 26

            “Are you here?” I said. “I told you I was going to write.”

            “Yes, but your texts were so warm and loving. I thought you would want me to come.”

            “I have to work,” I said. “I’m serious.”

            “I understand,” she said, already out of her jacket and shoes. “But can’t I sleep here while you’re working?”

            “You know I won’t be able to. I can’t even write with a cat in the room.”

            “You’ve never tried with me in the room. I may have a good effect!”

            Even though I was angry I couldn’t bring myself to say no. I had no right to because what I was implying was that the miserable manuscript I was writing was more important than her. At that moment it was, but I couldn’t say that.

         

         The manuscript is always more important than her. The only time it’s less important is once it’s finished. But then, after a short period of relief, the emptiness comes and you set off after the next prey, which, for a time, will become once again more important than her. It’s the tale of martyrdom punctuated by small resurrections. Or the story of a succession of abandonments punctuated by reunions. 27

         Capote left the United States, fleeing Manhattan’s parties to impose upon himself a life of convent-like solitude and seclusion, and to write the work that he could sense would be his masterpiece.

         On 17 April 1960, he wrote to the Deweys from the ocean liner Flandes on the way to Europe: “Dearest Folks—Finally managed to get aboard (with 25 pieces of luggage, 2 dogs, 1 cat, and my good friend Jack Dunphy)—and here we all are, mid-Atlantic. […] We reach Le Havre next Thursday, the 22nd […] Then we will drive down to Spain, which should take about 3 days. Here is the address again, just to be sure you got it straight: a/c J. Y. Millar, Calle Catifa, Palamós (Gerona), Costa Brava, Spain. […] This is just a scribble; but will send cards en route and really write when I reach Palamós.”
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         The forest is a tortured place, with paths leading into the dark green of live oaks, pines, and acacias. The oaks were once used for cork, and the trees still bear the scars from that era of extraction. There are fields of rapeseed and wheat, houses with contemporary designs along the coast, hundred-year-old country houses further inland. The landscape Capote saw was different. I imagine 28him arriving along the dirt path, traversing the thick forest to reach the austere house, the animal sea, rocks like Jurassic beasts and not a soul around, nothing that would temper the drama of the scene. The adversity of nature, its shocking indifference, its grueling beauty.

         The landscape acts as a distraction, but even though I feel an urge to go out, the will towards solitude is stronger. In Catching the Big Fish, the U.S. filmmaker David Lynch, who was also a painter, talks about what must be done before painting a picture: prepare the materials, build a framework stretcher for the canvas. You need time for all of that, says Lynch, availability, an absence of interruption: “If you know that you’ve got to be somewhere in half an hour, there’s no way you can achieve that. So the art life means a freedom to have time for the good things to happen.”

         When I write, I separate myself from the world in order to sink into a time without time, in which nothing happens except what happens inside me. I shut myself away, to invoke and then disappear within a white and limitless rhythm. Fifteen days before coming to Sanià, I finished a book I’d started reporting back in May of 2021. To write it, I stayed locked in my studio, with short outings to run or buy supplies, from November 2022 through March 2023. My days began at five or six in the morning and ended at eight or nine at night. 29There were no get-togethers with friends, dinners out, birthdays, trips. Meanwhile, I worked in parallel on a handful of shorter pieces, the forensic dissection of something unforeseen. I wrote them in the morning, before running, and went over them at night before going to bed. It was a little frightening, a sensitive exploration of a senseless thing, a secret writing that tried to touch the untouchable. As I wrote, I called up enormous things within myself. To do it, all I needed was the courage of a person unafraid of hurting herself, or of losing. Capote, on the other hand, needed two men to hang. There is a difference.

         Is there a difference?
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         The Center Will Not Hold, a documentary about Joan Didion directed by her nephew Griffin Dunne, includes this conversation: “What was it like to be a journalist in the room when you saw the little kid on acid?” Dunne asks.

         “Well let me tell you it was gold. I mean that’s the long and the short of it. You live for moments like that if you’re doing a piece,” replies Didion. They’re referencing a scene in Slouching Toward Bethlehem, which Didion wrote in 1967: 30

         
            When I finally find Otto he says, “I got something at my place that’ll blow your mind,” and when we get there I see a child on the living-room floor, wearing a reefer coat, reading a comic book. She keeps licking her lips in concentration and the only off thing about her is that she’s wearing white lipstick.

            “Five years old,” Otto says. “On acid.”

         

         In an interview with Jean Stein at the Paris Review, William Faulkner said:

         
            “An artist is a creature driven by demons. He don’t [sic] know why they choose him and he’s usually too busy to wonder why. He is completely amoral in that he will rob, borrow, beg, or steal from anybody and everybody to get the work done.”

            “Do you mean the writer should be completely ruthless?”

            “The writer’s only responsibility is to his art. He will be completely ruthless if he is a good one. He has a dream. It anguishes him so much he must get rid of it. He has no peace until then. Everything goes by the board: honor, pride, decency, security, happiness, all, to get the book written. If a writer has to rob his mother, he will 31not hesitate; the ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’ is worth any number of old ladies.”

            “Then could the lack of security, happiness, honor, be an important factor in the artist’s creativity?”

            “No. They are important only to his peace and contentment, and art has no concern with peace and contentment.”

         

         Capote was already in Europe when Dick and Perry’s execution started to be delayed by the successive appeals they filed. Thus, the original plan—return quickly to the United States—started instead to take the shape of a self-imposed exile that lasted three years. He spent summers on the Costa Brava, at a hotel and in three different houses, and winters in a chalet he bought in Verbier, Switzerland (Jack liked to ski), resolved as he was not to return to his country until he’d finished the book. For that, he needed the two men to be killed.
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         I think and think about this and it must be said: the murder of Herbert Clutter, his wife Bonnie, and their children Kenyon, fifteen, and Nancy, sixteen, at the hands of Richard “Dick” Hickock and Perry Smith, does not seem to me, as is oft repeated, “one of the 32most shocking crimes in American history.” If this designation continues to be accepted, it’s not because of the crime itself, which is certainly macabre but no more horrible than, for example, the one in August 1969, when the Manson family massacred seven people in Beverly Hills, including Sharon Tate, filmmaker Roman Polanski’s wife, who was eight months pregnant. Not to mention the heinous serial murders of the Zodiac killer or Ted Bundy.

         When the Clutter massacre occurred, dozens of journalists traveled to Holcomb and wrote articles that were reprinted in all the newspapers in the United States. But only Capote stayed and did what he did.

         A more accurate formulation would be that the Clutter massacre is “one of the most shocking crimes in American history” because Capote wrote it. Without Capote, the Clutter murders would have been just another crime. Forgettable, and possibly forgotten.
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         In Cold Blood is divided into four sections: “The Last to See them Alive,” “Persons Unknown,” “Answer,” and “The Corner.” Although the Clutter murders are present from the start, Capote avoids giving details of the bloodbath until after he’s gone into an account of Perry 33Smith’s miserable life and Richard Hickock’s marginal one, so that when the massacre finally happens, well into the book, it unfurls against a backdrop of these two ruined existences. “The Last to See them Alive” is possibly the most effective and gripping part, with a long tracking shot that follows the murderers as they calmly buy rope here, masking tape for gags there, while the people who don’t know they’re going to die carry out trivial activities. “Now, on this final day of her life, Mrs. Clutter hung in the closet the calico housedress she had been wearing”; “nylons, black pumps, a red velveteen dress—her prettiest, which she herself had made. It was the dress in which she was to be buried,” he writes of Nancy. Capote is imperturbable as he juxtaposes scenes and brings a roar of imminence to bear on every page, meting out doses of that approaching dark force while everyone goes about their pleasant routines, unaware that Armageddon is about to descend upon them.

         But the main artery through which his mastery circulates is the book’s third-person perspective, with a narrator who deftly changes points of view without ever saying, “I saw,” “I was there,” “I said.” The Mexican writer Juan Villoro uses the term “selfie journalism” to describe the way some journalists seem more interested in recording the obstacles they had to overcome to tell a story than in telling the story itself. Capote would have had much 34to talk about if he’d gone that route: his sly strategy in winning Perry Smith’s trust, and the two men’s ambiguous relationship; the ingenious way he tracked down a traveling salesman whom Dick and Perry had almost killed; his own feelings as a resident of one of the world’s most vibrant cities living for months in a small-town hotel; the seduction of Al Dewey and family; the psychic catastrophe of waiting for the execution, and, finally, of the execution he witnessed first-hand. But he didn’t talk about any of that. He renounced his own participation from the start, and it was a sensational decision. Perhaps the last sensational decision he ever made.
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         Garbi, mistral, poniente, gregal, siroco, bora, meltemi, tramontana: Nicolás Gaviria sends me a list of the names of winds that blow around here. Ari and Inma talk about the havoc they wreak on people’s moods: they can depress, weaken, daze, or disconcert you. One day I go out for a run, and while I’m skirting the wheat field a tramontana starts to blow. First the wheat is billowing peacefully, and suddenly it’s the very picture of madness, grassy waves of deranged fury. I remember other winds, other wild natures, and out of nowhere, I recall the words I heard Elvio Gandolfo say in a Buenos 35Aires bar. The phrase that led me to write a book called Suicides at the End of the World.

         Everything is interconnected. We are tied to things beyond our control.
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         It was the end of 2001, and I was working at the Sunday magazine of the newspaper La Nación in Buenos Aires. One day an email came in from a nonprofit called Poder Ciudadano (Citizen Power). It was a press release announcing that the group would be going to a town called Las Heras, in the Patagonian province of Santa Cruz, in order to train teachers and students in non-violent conflict resolution. The message included the area’s extremely high statistics for unemployment, alcoholism, teenage pregnancy, and family violence, as well as the fact that between 1997 and the last day of 1999, twenty-two people who were very young and well known in the town had committed suicide. I looked at a map of Santa Cruz online, and saw the central plateau, barren and empty. Amid that immense nothingness, halfway between the coast and the Andes mountains, with winters of fifteen below zero and hundred-kilometer winds in spring and summer, was the town of Las Heras. I couldn’t find much information: its main industry was 36oil, and the population grew or shrank according to the prosperity of that industry; unemployment, a product of the privatization of the state oil company YPF in the nineties, was around twenty-four percent. That same day, I went to a call shop. Back then almost no one had cell phones, and public call shops were the closest thing we had: they had several closed booths for talking on the phone, each equipped with phone books for all the provinces. I found the Santa Cruz book and turned to Las Heras: only five pages. I photocopied them, took them up to the small apartment where I lived, and started calling in alphabetical order. I dialed the first number. A man picked up. I told him I was a journalist who lived in Buenos Aires, and that I had heard about the NGO’s program. He said: “My sister was the first to kill herself.” She had shot herself in the head with a shotgun they used for hunting. I told him I wanted to go to Las Heras, and I asked if he would be willing to talk to me, if he thought he could introduce me to other victims’ family members. He said yes to everything: no one in town talked about the suicides (they had happened almost monthly from 1997 to 31 December 1999, a year and a half before our conversation). He didn’t know how many there had been, but it was a lot, and he worried that it could happen again. At the end of the call, feeling the kind of weight in my chest that paradoxically makes me feel very 37light, I knew I had a story. My first trip was in March of 2002. I took an early flight to Comodoro Rivadavia and went straight to the bus station, where I got on the first bus to Las Heras. It had an orangish light and very few passengers, and it was cold. Out the window I saw everything I’d been told I would see: a fierce wind blowing over a monotonous landscape, dozens of oil wells. When I reached the town and got off the bus, the wind knocked me to the ground. In the afternoon I met with the dead girl’s brother and conducted my first interview. Other trips followed. Each time, my list of interviewees grew. There had been twelve suicides, not twenty-two. There was no official list of the dead, but I was able to make my own using notes taken by the owner of the local funeral parlor where all of the wakes had been held. A long time later, when I had finished my investigation, I went for coffee with the Argentine writer Elvio Gandolfo. I told him what I’d been working on. I talked about the dozens of brothels in Las Heras, the gay English teacher who went to school with his eyes made up and who owned and bred dozens of dogs, about the hairdresser who might as well have been living in Miami, about the nightclub where they had taken the doors off the bathrooms to keep women from being raped, about the brutal work in the oil fields, about the suicides, and the hostile natural world that surrounded 38it all: the wind that kept you inside, the immense steppe, the merciless monotony of the landscape. “What are you going to do with it?” he asked. “Write an article,” I replied. I had never thought about writing a book. “Truman Capote wrote In Cold Blood with much less than that,” he told me. What happened next arose from an act of hubris: I decided Elvio Gandolfo was right. In the summer of 2005 I took my vacation from the magazine and spent a full month writing from seven in the morning until ten at night, Monday through Monday. I only took a break at two in the afternoon, when the heat was scorching—I didn’t have air conditioning—and I flopped spread-eagle on the bed, my legs hanging off so I wouldn’t fall asleep. Isolated from the world, I hoped to find the voice that would land me on my feet on the other side of the looking glass. Now, years later, running into the tramontana headwind, I think that ultimately, writing consists of disappearing completely in order to appear completely somewhere else.
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