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“A margarita-fuelled, miniskirt-clad cautionary tale of lost literary innocence”


—Vogue


“Gonzo Girl  is a thrilling fictionalized (just barely) account of working with a true genius – until the celebrity-filled, drug-fuelled partying becomes too much”


—Entertainment Weekly


“Full throttle from page one, this Bildungsroman is a unique and mesmerizing tale about a young woman who must test her own limits and find her own voice to actualise a certain version of the American dream”


—Elle.com


“Gonzo Girl is good, fast fun, like a thrill ride in a red convertible. A 1973 Chevy Caprice Classic, to be exact. You know the one.”


—Newsday


“Gonzo Girl shares an LSD-like flashback of the margarita-infused chaos of working with an unpredictable literary genius—without the hangover.”


—Self.com


“A lighthearted page-turner that has the reader constantly trying to differentiate between fact and fiction … Gonzo Girl offers a glimpse into the wonderful and weird world of Thompson—or something like it.”


—The A.V. Club


“Long after the last drink is poured and the final gunshot fired, Cheryl Della Pietra’s novel inspired by her time as Hunter S. Thompson’s assistant will linger in your mind. This debut novel is raucous, page-turning, head-spinning, and sidesplitting as it depicts a boss and mentor who is both devil and angel, and a young heroine who finds herself tested in the chaos that surrounds him. An intense story, Della Pietra’s tale about writing, firearms, psychotropics, and the pros and cons of hot tubs will suck you in and take you on a ride. Gonzo Girl is a ticket you want to buy.”


—Piper Kerman, author of Orange Is the New Black


“Fascinating.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Gonzo Girl is as rambunctiously entertaining as the badly behaved famous journalist who inspired the creation of Walker Reade. Cheryl Della Pietra writes with wit and an eye for the bizarre detail worthy of her former employer, and her debut novel spins, at a cocaine-fueled pace, a moving and insightful coming-of-literary-age story.”


—Teddy Wayne, author of The Love Song of Jonny Valentine


“While the novel dishes out plenty of illicit good times, Della Pietra also manages to bring moments of poignancy to the narrative. … Della Pietra ultimately steers her story to a believable, satisfying, and moving conclusion.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Della Pietra blends amusing imagery, outrageous pranks, and snappy dialog into a lively read. … For readers curious about Thompson’s lifestyle and fans of eccentric characters and meandering journeys featuring copious amounts of illegal substances.”


—Library Journal
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CHAPTER 1


Everybody is laughing except for me. I’m scanning the faces, trying to remember names, as they listen to Walker Reade recite from his novel in progress. To my right sits Devaney Peltier—that’s how she introduced herself to me, first and last name, like she’s kind of a big deal. She’s Walker’s full-time girlfriend, and she’s braying like a donkey, the act made more absurd by the rings of white powder encircling her nostrils like two tiny powdered doughnuts. Claudia Reynolds, the aging assistant, is curled up across from me, gazing at Walker in adoration, laughing the hardest. To my left sits Rene Wang—or enfant terrible artist Rene Wang, as he’s been described, without fail, in the New York City media since the day in 1983 when he famously set dozens of roosters loose in Times Square in a performance-art piece he called Koch’s Cocks Can. He’s chuckling lightly, his lips pursed, eyebrows up—his “hysterical” look, I will later learn—as he taps a long ash from his Davidoff cigarette into the mermaid-shaped tray on the table before him. I don’t have to work to recall the names of the other two people here. They’re undeniably famous. Crushed up beside Rene, almost sitting in his lap, is former vice-presidential candidate George Stains, his head thrown back, lips glossed with scotch, a small drop of blood dried at the bottom of one nostril. And next to Claudia is Larry Lucas, former teenage heartthrob, now Oscar-winning actor, doubled over like a man passing a kidney stone. Everyone is in hysterics. The only problem is, I’m not sure what they’re laughing at.


Devaney passes a large tray of cocaine to me—if it were flour, it would be enough to bake a small cake—and I smile and nod, as if she were handing me a plate full of mini-quiche. I have, to this point in my life, done exactly two lines of coke, with an ex–college boyfriend. He was filthy rich, and coke is what the filthy-rich college boys did when it was time to do drugs. I did those lines to try to fit in with his crowd—the same conundrum I’m weighing right now. To stall, I daintily perch the tray on my knee and listen politely. A notebook sits on the table in front of me. I brought it here to Colorado from New York City. It’s a reporter’s notebook, the kind I sometimes use for my own writing. I think it will be good for taking notes. I think it will show I am serious about wanting this job.


“That is so … fucking … funny, Walker,” says Larry, as I try to keep my face from flushing. Larry Lucas, it’s worth noting, played the leading man in several of the teen comedies of my adolescence and, suffice to say, played a leading role in more than a few of my teenage NC-17 fantasies. Under other, less overwhelming circumstances, I might be breathless about the fact that I can reach out and touch him.


“Y’all’re’funny, Walker, baby,” says Devaney, threatening to turn an entire sentence into a contraction.


When, after several more seconds of collective howling, my gaze drifts back to Claudia, I notice something: her eyes are open wide, unblinking, pleading. I can be a little dense in moments like these—too caught up in processing my surroundings—but I sense that she might be signaling me to do something. She’s smiling at me wide and crazy, like some kind of insane puppet. Then it occurs to me a second too late.


I’m supposed to be laughing, too.


“Hey, new girl.” My head snaps toward Walker, and I reach for my notebook, still balancing the enormous tray I’ve yet to partake from.


Rene, sensing opportunity, reaches for the coke. “Let me help you out with that, honey,” he says, his face entirely too close to mine. He snorts two quick lines and passes the tray to George, barely looking at him. The room is eerily quiet as I scan the faces once more. We’re in Walker’s living-room-cum-kitchen, the six of us arranged on his perfectly circular couch like numbers on a leather clockface. A round coffee table is at the center of the couch, and it holds the group’s detritus: George’s scotch glass and bottle of Dewar’s, Rene’s pack of Davidoffs, Claudia’s Dunhill blues, Devaney’s Newports, Larry’s Heineken, an enormous unsmoked joint, the aforementioned mermaid ashtray, a matching dolphin ashtray, my highball of Wild Turkey, Claudia’s glass of red wine, Rene’s Metaxa sidecar, which I helped him mix in an effort at chumminess, and Devaney’s vodka and cranberry. The tray of coke never really settles on the table. It just keeps getting passed around like it’s crowd-surfing at a Hole concert.


The only way to get on and off the couch is by climbing over the back. The only person not on the couch is Walker, who is perched behind us on a barstool tucked into a long counter. There’s little doubt about the message the seating arrangement sends: he’s the captain on this ship of fools.


“Hello? Is she alive?”


“Yes, Walker, sorry,” I say.


“What are you sorry about?”


I look around the room for another cue. Claudia is now focused on rolling a piece of lint between her thumb and forefinger.


“Go easy on her, Walker. She’s just getting the lay of the land,” Larry says.


Walker ignores Larry completely and fixes his aviator sunglasses on me. “Speak, for Christ’s sake!”


My heart begins pounding so hard I can feel it in my ears. The strangers here probably wouldn’t offer me more than mildly detached concern under normal circumstances. But now that everyone is coked up and drunk, I am little more than a buzzkill. I knew this outburst was coming one way or another. I knew from the books, the articles, the interviews. I have done my homework. Walker Reade does not suffer fools, and no one—not presidents, CEOs, law enforcement—gets a pass. I also know from said research that caving is worse. I square my shoulders to him and try to remain calm. “I was just listening, Walker. If I’m going to be your assistant, I need to know the story.”


Walker stares at me now from over his sunglasses. His eyes are a pale steel blue. “That doesn’t mean you can’t enjoy it, too.”


“But I was enjoying it. Very much.” Walker worries his Zippo around in his hand. I can make out the skull and crossbones on the front of it every other turn. He grabs a Dunhill red from the pack in front of him; the room is so quiet that the schk of the lighter visibly startles Rene, who appears to run at two speeds: aggressively engaged or disconcertingly spaced-out.


“Then crack a smile, dumbhead.”


George clears his throat and passes the tray of coke to Claudia, who immediately passes it to Larry. Everyone is quiet, waiting to see what’s going to happen next, including me.


“I’m not dumb,” I stammer back, sounding far less convincing than I had hoped.


“Oh, that’s right,” Walker says. “Alessandra here went to an Ivy League school.” Devaney shifts uncomfortably on the couch. I can actually hear her teeth grinding. “It says so right here, on her thin résumé.”


Walker pulls a piece of paper from a folder on the counter in front of him, and I visibly recoil. I’m a year out of college. The last thing I want is a staged reading of my résumé in front of this crowd.


“I thought it was great,” I say.


“Which part?” He blows a cloud of smoke directly in front of him, seemingly unaware that it wafts directly onto Devaney’s head.


In truth I cannot recall a single coherent passage from what has just been read to me, and I briefly wonder what superman at Burch Press is tasked with making this book readable. “All of it, Walker. It’s really funny.”


“All right. What does it remind you of? Which of my works does it remind you of?” He takes off his Tilley hat and sunglasses and downs the rest of his Chivas and water. Without his signature armor—aviators and hat—he’s suddenly transformed from iconic writer/drug-addled playboy to unexpectedly sexy middle-school math teacher. He’s only in his early fifties; I didn’t expect him to be almost completely bald.


I can feel the clock ticking. What does it remind me of? I’ve read all of Walker’s books many times over, except the last two—the penultimate one a collection of political essays regurgitated from various magazines, and the most recent one so poorly reviewed that I couldn’t justify allocating even a fraction of my meager financial resources toward it. The previous five were so fluid and tight that nothing about what he’s just read reminds me of any of them.


I glance back at Claudia. She’s trying—and failing—to subtly mouth something to me. I look to Larry, who simply scrunches up his face and runs his hand through his thick, dark hair, winking, a gesture that I assume is intended to convey that this drill is somehow par for the course. Larry passes the tray of coke to Walker, trying to distract him.


“Here you go, big guy. Let’s have some fun. When does the game start?” The crowd is ostensibly here for an NBA play-off game.


“Half an hour,” Walker says shortly, passing the tray to Devaney while still staring at me. Rene lights up the joint, choking mightily on the first drag.


“Am I in a time warp here? Is time standing still for anyone else? I asked a goddamn question. What does it remind you of?”


“The second half of The Wake?” I say halfheartedly, referring to Walker’s fourth novel.


Walker actually ponders this for a moment—surprised, I think, that I’ve answered him. After a long pause, he says, in overly dramatic fashion, “Why, oh why, can’t I find someone with half a brain in her head to fucking help me? It’s not like I’m trying to find a neurosurgeon with a pretty face. … You would think I was looking for someone to take notes in Mandarin … or separate water into its hydrogen and oxygen atoms. But I don’t need any of that, do I?” Although this seems a rhetorical question, several people are, in fact, shaking their heads. “I just need someone who knows my books and has working index fingers to press a few buttons on my fax machine. Why on earth is this so hard …?” He trails off before barking, “Try again!”


“I’m sorry, Walker. I don’t know.”


“What in the fuck do you mean you don’t know?”


“It’s very … unique.” My mouth goes dry.


Rene cringes when I say the word. He passes the joint George’s way.


“Well, looks like I have another moron on my hands. Where does Hans find these people?”


“Excuse me?” I say.


George pours himself another three fingers of scotch and takes the joint from Rene. It’s jarring to watch George consume drugs like a cracked-out nickel whore. I mean, the man was once the state of Ohio and a heartbeat away from running the free world.


“Have you even read anything I’ve ever written, missy? You and your stupid notebook.”


“Of course I have.” Not only have I read all of Walker’s early work, I have studied it extensively. You don’t come of age in the 1980s as an aspiring writer without at least a passing familiarity with the oeuvre of Walker Reade. There had been a time, not long ago, when Walker Reade was not just a writer—Walker Reade was a Writer Who Mattered. Regardless, I sense that this is perhaps the wrong moment to tell him Liar’s Dice  is what made me want to write, or that his radical social commentary altered my worldview. I tuck the notebook behind my back and try to casually hold my drink. Every move I make now feels conspicuous.


“You hate it,” says Walker.


“I don’t.”


“If you’re going to be out here, you have to tell me the truth. That’s what you’re getting paid to do!”


I briefly consider reminding him that I’m not getting paid anything until he officially hires me. This is my three-day trial period. Even if I survive this, I won’t get paid until he delivers some real pages. That is what I’ve been told the deal is.


“Walker, go easy. It’s her first day,” Claudia says.


“Walker, baby, let’s go do something fun,” says Devaney, popping up from the couch like a character in a musical. She passes the tray of coke to me.


Walker ignores her, goes into the other room, and emerges with his seven books, every one a hardcover. He stacks them on the counter. Biker … bam! Liar’s Dice …  bam! Ship of Fools …  bam! The Wake …  bam! Crossroad …  bam! Rabbit Hole …  bam! Traffic …  bam!


“To the cabin,” he demands, pointing my way out the door. “And don’t come back over here till you’ve read these—no, memorized these. … And are you going to do that fucking line or what?” I stare down at the tray of coke I’ve been holding entirely too long for this crowd. I’ve been a bartender for three years. I’m a drinks girl, not a drugs girl. I’m horribly ambivalent about the tray in front of me. Too ambivalent, I think, for this place. I pass the tray to Rene and attempt to scuttle over the back of the couch, thinking I’ve just fucked this whole thing up in less than an hour. My shot. I grab the books, feeling hot down my neck, as I hold my head high—as if my literary hero hasn’t just called me an idiot—and retire to my quarters.




CHAPTER 2


It’s hard to believe that Claudia is the same age as my mother—fifty-two. If I could conjure split-screen, time-lapse films of their lives, here’s how it would look. On the left side of the screen would be Claudia’s sun-dappled San Diego upbringing; on the right, my mother’s grim childhood in Naples, Italy. While Claudia is building sandcastles and drawing sideways looks from surfers, my mother is scrubbing floors by hand and learning to wring chicken necks. … While Claudia is rushing headlong into a brief, restless marriage to a Ginsberg-quoting grad student, my mother is entering the enduring, passionless bond with my father that would beget me and my three older brothers. … And while Claudia today bears the sex- and drug-weathered beauty of Joni Mitchell, my mother remains steadfastly committed to her lifelong performance art: a wash-and-set homage to Anita Bryant in her orange-juice-loving, gay-hating days.


Claudia has been Walker’s personal assistant for more than twenty years and, as I am learning, plays an unenviable host of roles. In just my first hour, she has seamlessly morphed from mother to confidante to punching bag to secretary to drinking buddy. She’s taken each gear at top speed—a marvel, if exhausting to watch—yet never once appeared in danger of crashing. My one-day take on their relationship: it’s an amplified version of most bad marriages.


“Don’t worry about it. He likes you,” Claudia says to me when she comes back to the cabin. It’s ten minutes since I’ve been banished from the party, and I’m lying on the couch reading Walker’s most recent book, Traffic—the one I hadn’t read.


“Yeah, right.”


“Trust me, he does. That excerpt was like the second half of The Wake. Wildly mediocre. You were spot-on. He just couldn’t lose face in front of those guys.”


“This last book I really hadn’t read. It’s not that bad.”


She ignores the comment and lights a Dunhill blue. I notice her fingernails are unpolished and cut to the quick. “More to the point, I like you.” Many things about Claudia put me at ease, not the least of which is her voice. It has the timbre of a gentle, distant foghorn, the product of apparent decades of chain-smoking. It looks like her last haircut was several years ago; her dirty-blond mane hangs almost to her waist. In short, I like her, too. But I’m also not fooled by her whole white-poet-top-and-blue-jeans hippie act. She’s clearly the anchor on this listing ship, and if I want to stay out here, her approval could mean everything.


“Any advice on how to not get eaten alive?”


“Why do you think I’m over here? First, tell me honestly: Are you scared?”


“No,” I lie.


“Honestly?”


“Okay. A little.” It seems better to couch this as minor nerves rather than the teeth-rattling terror it actually is.


“Don’t be. Or, at least don’t show it. You actually did pretty well back there, standing up to him. He doesn’t like a pushover. Do you like steak?”


“I love everything about steak.”


“Well, good, because we don’t eat much else around here. There’s a ranch up the street, and Walker buys a whole cow from George and freezes it. Come sit with me in the kitchen. And bring that notebook.”


I follow Claudia into the kitchen and watch as she turns on two cast-iron skillets, then sprinkles salt in the bottom of one. She slices a bunch of wild mushrooms—which, I will later learn, she foraged herself—and grabs a stick of butter, a lemon, and some Worcestershire from the fridge. From the pantry she pulls down a black-pepper grinder and a bottle of scotch.


“This is Walker’s favorite. It’ll be done in a minute.”


Once the pans are screaming hot, she grinds the pepper onto two rib-eye steaks and throws them in a pan, chucks a tablespoon of butter into the other pan, and throws the mushrooms in. When the steaks have seared, she flips them, puts a pat of butter, lemon juice, and a few shakes of Worcestershire on each, along with two turns of scotch in the pan, dips the pan into the gas flame and takes a half step back as the whole thing ignites. She pours two glasses of cabernet and spoons the mushrooms and steak and its juice onto our plates. Not a motion is wasted. Nary a thought is devoted to the acts. The entire production takes maybe fifteen minutes.


Before I even start eating, Claudia takes a Dunhill blue from its pack and lights up. She never asks me if I smoke or if I mind. She just shakes another up from the pack and points it toward me.


“No thanks, Claudia.”


“Okay, take out that notebook. Rule number one: stop saying no.”


“But I don’t smoke.”


“You were smoking at Walker’s.”


“Well, I only smoke when I drink.”


“Start drinking then.” She pushes the wineglass toward me.


“Okay, okay.” I take the cigarette and lean into the Bic lighter Claudia is cupping in front of my face. She retrieves a starfish-shaped ashtray from the dish drain and sets it down between us.


“Walker does not like to party alone. It’s a deal-breaker if you’re not going to partake. That’s as plain as I can put it.”


“Wait. He’s going to force me to do drugs?”


“Of course not. No one’s forcing you to do anything. He just won’t ask you to stay. As plain as I can put it.”


“Got it.” The idea of “partaking” with Walker Reade is not undaunting. Walker’s drug abuse is legendary, the very backbone of his most famous works. I have no idea, aside from The Tray, what else might be coming my way.


“Rule number two: don’t get caught up with the celebrities. Walker is famous people for famous people. Everyone wants to say they did a line with him or shot a gun with him. It’s Rome out here. There’s a lot of ‘When in Rome …’ People misjudge sometimes …”


“Okay.”


“… what they can handle. What they’re doing.”


“Okay …”


“Just try to stay focused.”


I am writing furiously in my notebook about guns and Rome, but I have no idea what Claudia really means. I can’t yet. “You’re saying this because of Larry?”


Claudia gives a quick nod. Apparently it wasn’t all my imagination—Larry Lucas was kind of checking me out. “Larry’s a nice guy, but it’s just better to not be involved with anyone while you’re out here. If you stay, you’ll get enmeshed with Walker—you have to in order to do it right. With him, with his book.” Claudia starts to continue but stops, once and then twice, rolling the end of her ash around in the bottom of the tray. “The book …”


“Yeah, the book.”


Claudia takes a long drag and tamps out the remaining half of her cigarette. She takes a bite of steak and a sip of wine, then leans back in her chair. “It’s awful. You know that. But all of a sudden, there are a lot of mouths to feed out here, mine included. At this point, we just need pages. Lionel will fix it.” Lionel Gray is Walker’s longtime editor at Burch Press. “You’re the first person out here who I really think might be able to do this.”


“What on earth makes you think that? You don’t even know me.” I put my cigarette out, too, and finally start eating. The steak is one of the greatest things I have ever tasted.


“I know people.” She dips a piece of steak into the scotch sauce. “We’ve had two kinds out here: smart people who were no fun, and fun people who were not smart. Walker needs someone who can be everything he needs when he needs it. Plus, you strike me as a little more grounded than some of the characters we’ve had. Walker teased you about your schooling because the last Ivy Leaguer we had out, princess needed her beauty rest. She couldn’t do a single toke without spiraling into paranoia, for God’s sake.”


“Well, my father is the only person who ever called me princess, and that was with a healthy dose of sarcasm, so I think we’re safe.”


Claudia lights up another cigarette midchew and picks up her wineglass. “Do you have a boyfriend back home?”


“Sort of. Sort of not.” Claudia nods firmly, as if she intuitively understands the pathetic nature of my current love life. As if she knows everything there is to know about Tom—the rich kid from Long Island who has been booty-calling me for two years. All of this seems loose enough to Claudia’s satisfaction. I am effectively free of distractions. No fiancé is going to show up at the doorstep wondering about anyone’s intentions out here—though I’m not sure I can say the same about my brothers.


“What’s the deal with Devaney?”


“Don’t worry about her.” Claudia waves her hand in front of her face. “Walker’s already bored and it’s only been three weeks. But he made her quit her hostessing job to stay up here full-time, so that’s one more mouth to feed. If she gets in your way, you tell me. My guess? She’ll be gone in about a month.”


“Okay.”


“Your job: keep him writing. Hours: in general, I’m the day shift and you’re the night shift. We’ll overlap some of the day, but I won’t get in your way, and you won’t get in mine. It’s just easier that way.”


“Define day and night.” Something tells me this is not as obvious as it seems.


“I take care of Walker’s affairs from eight to eight, then I retire to the cabin. You come over when he asks for you—usually sometime around three in the afternoon—and work all night with him. The general rule is hands on the typewriter by two a.m.”


“So, wait. What happens between three p.m. and two a.m.?”


Claudia lets out a sharp laugh. “Let’s put it this way: anything can happen. You’ll see.” I’m trying to make sense of the math but can’t—eleven hours before any work potentially starts?


Claudia pours me more wine. “Okay. Now put the notebook down. You’ll see. Don’t worry.”


“Hold on. One last thing: He still uses a typewriter? It’s the nineties for crying out loud.”


“Yes. And he hunts-and-pecks, too, so it takes long enough even when he’s on his game.”


“Does he even own a computer?”


“There’s a Mac Classic and a printer in the den. I don’t think he even knows how to turn them on. You’re welcome to them.”


“Okay …”


“Look, he’s not a total dinosaur—he just fell in love with the fax a few decades ago—and, you know, old habits. … Nothing’s going to change, so you have to adapt. I presume you know how to use a fax machine?”


“I’ve been an intern at Beat for almost a year. My index fingers work.”


“Good.”


I take another cigarette from Claudia’s pack and light it. “About tonight …”


“Here’s rule number three: keep your skin thick. Walker gets mean, but it’s just from ‘the drug.’ He’s not dangerous. He won’t hurt you in any way. And he will apologize. Trust me, he’s going to ask for you tomorrow when he gets up. So be ready.”


I ponder the meaning of the phrase be ready. I have no idea what that means out here. For a normal job I would do as I’ve always done—keep my eyes open and try to act right. But I have a feeling that in this job it might feel better to close those eyes, like I would on a roller coaster or a plane that’s going down. And I have even less of an idea of what “acting right” means out here. Maybe it’s simple, like Claudia said: Relax. Drink more. Smoke up. Say yes. If The Tray comes my way, a few lines won’t kill me. If that’s what it takes to ensure that I never again have to put ice in a shaker while some guy from Jersey watches the pour on his Long Island Iced Tea, well, that’s a price I’m willing to pay.


I finish helping Claudia wash the dishes and retire to my spartan bedroom—little more than a full-size bed, a small card table that I suspect is to serve as my desk, and two shelves of books built into the wall. I pull out a picture of my family, one taken at a party they threw a year ago, before I left for New York—my mother looking every bit like the caterer. Her brow is furrowed. She has one hand on a tray of eggplant, another on a bottle of Frangelico. She’s pouring cordials for my dad and uncles, who are playing boccie on our front lawn, but she’s clearly not happy about something—most likely that I’m leaving. I pull out another photo from the same night of me with my three older brothers: Mike, Stefano, and John Dante. We’re on one of the West Haven, Connecticut, beaches, wading in Long Island Sound. I remember how shortly after the photo was taken I was unceremoniously thrown into the water. The overriding emotion registering on my face in the picture: a visceral restlessness that even my smile can’t mask.


I take out a third photo, of Tom and me at a graduation party at his parents’ estate on Long Island. Tom has never called himself my boyfriend nor I his girlfriend, though we have mutually violated each other regularly since our senior year in college. Ours is a deeply confusing bond, charged by our both knowing that Tom is slumming it with me. In college I served food to him and his frat brothers at the dining hall. Now that we’re both in New York, little has changed. A year out he’s already making gazillions of dollars doing something boring and morally sketchy in finance—a job Daddy was glad to hand him. Meanwhile, I’m working for free at a magazine, slinging drinks to amateur alcoholics on Bleecker Street, sharing a mouse-infested studio with my old college roommate. Tom’s nothing that I have to actively deal with right now, which is nice. Still, I’m glad I have this picture, just in case I need it.


I place the photos on the shelves drilled into the wall next to my bed and peruse the book spines: P. J. O’Rourke, Ken Kesey, Timothy Leary, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Jane Austen, Ernest Hemingway. The younger of these are Walker’s contemporaries, although Walker’s literary niche—the blurring of the line between fiction and truth, coupled with scathing political discourse and an almost mythical ingestion of drugs—is his and his alone.


Then I take out my own manuscript—a book I have been working on since college. Working title: Pegasus.  Perhaps the notion of a horse with wings who carries Zeus’s thunderbolts might seem an inappropriate metaphor for a book based on the life of a twenty-two-year-old recent college grad. But getting this book published is mostly the reason I’ve decided to come out here, and I’m desperate to conjure whatever lightning strike I can.


I only have one duffel for this, my three-day trial period, after which I will either be asked to go home to pack and return—or go home for good. I rummage in the bag for my pj’s, make myself comfortable, and curl up in bed with Walker’s book. My lids grow heavy around midnight, and even though I’m tired, I find that sleep does not come easily. Claudia’s words keep coming back to me. Be ready. Months later, when I recall this moment—me, having smoked just two cigarettes; me, with trouble falling asleep; me, with my little notebook at the ready—it will all seem so unbearably quaint, so ridiculously naive, I’ll think I’ve remembered it wrong.




CHAPTER 3


“Good morning, Sunshine.” Walker says this without a trace of venom as I step into the breezeway, the screen door squeaking, and I’m flooded with something like relief. I’ve lived to “audition” another day.


“Good morning,” I say cheerily, turning into the living area, although I gather the term morning is used loosely around here. It’s 3:15 in the afternoon, and Walker is sitting on the barstool where he was yesterday, only now a Selectric typewriter is on the raised counter in front of him. To his right is a window that looks out onto the front of the property. Next to the window is a cabinet, and underneath that is a CD player. Behind him is a stove and a microwave; in front of the long counter is the circular couch and coffee table. On the far wall, past the couch, is the largest television I’ve ever seen—easily four feet wide. It must weigh two hundred pounds. CNN is on with the volume off, and a Lyle Lovett CD plays quietly in the background. From this position in the room, Walker can basically cook, work, play music, watch TV, socialize, and monitor the front yard, all without moving an inch. He is in a light blue cotton bathrobe, like one you’d find at a luxury summer resort, smoking a Dunhill red cigarette with a filter on the end. He’s sipping a black coffee that Claudia prepared for him before I was asked to come over. Next to the coffee is a large glass of scotch and water.


“How’d you sleep in our oxygen-deprived mountain air?” Walker’s compound is a mile and a half above sea level, which I will find annoying later when it takes me three tries to bake a respectable cake.


“It’s not any worse than New York. Pollution-choked versus oxygen-deprived. Kind of a wash.”


I see the edges of Walker’s mouth turn up ever so slightly, and I start rummaging through the cabinets and the pantry on the other side of the room. Between Claudia’s admonishments and my own intuition, I decide I must do two things: act like I can take charge of a situation, and do something fun. I also need something to calm my nerves. Drinks seem an obvious way to accomplish all three.


The pantry contains an inordinate number of canned goods, enough to survive on for a few months if you weren’t afraid to ingest that much sodium—although if last night’s cokefest is any indication, any actual sodium probably gets snorted around here. There is a veritable Warhol installation of Campbell’s soup—about two hundred cans—plus green beans, baked beans, black beans, tuna fish, crabmeat, baby shrimp, chickpeas, carrots, tomato sauce, baby corn, mushrooms, canned salmon, hearts of palm, beets, white potatoes, artichoke hearts, chili, green peas, pineapple chunks, mandarin oranges, sauerkraut—even a few cans of SPAM.


“Did you raid some school’s hunger drive or what?”


“What are you, from the ATF? What are you looking for?” I had seen in the news that the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms had actually paid Walker a visit recently, so this joke is not without an edge.


“A pitcher.”


“Behind the bar, for Christ’s sake.”


I glance around the room, taking it all in, in a way I was incapable of doing last night during my initial “interview.” The decor is best described as deer hunter meets sports bar meets quilting bee meets Architectural Digest. Walker, I will later learn, likes to tell people that he lives in a “crude log cabin,” but it’s the outskirts of Aspen in 1992, not Abe Lincoln’s boyhood home. For all of the debauchery that apparently goes on here, there are still smart leather coasters, handmade quilts, hand-carved African masks, and vintage guns—comforting touchstones for someone like me who expected bong water in her coffee cup, not the Maxwell House Walker pours for me now. I poke back behind the bar in the living room and find a two-quart, cut-crystal pitcher.


“Jeez, you could kill a man with this.” I grab the handle and curl it like a dumbbell. The thing must weigh ten pounds.


“You can kill a man a lot of ways,” Walker says offhandedly.


“Is that supposed to creep me out?” I grab a cigarette. Walker has three packs in front of him. His Dunhill reds, the English cigarette that he smokes through a short filter, along with a random pack of Marlboros and a tin of colored Nat Sherman party smokes, presumably leftovers from yesterday’s gathering. This seems as good a time as any to start saying yes, so I take a Marlboro red. “May I?”


Walker cups a Bic lighter in front of my face and hands me the mermaid ashtray. He motions for me to sit on the stool to his left, leans over with his left arm, and starts rubbing my right shoulder; his eyes are clear and soft, like a panda’s.


“Sorry about last night, sweetheart. I don’t know what gets into me sometimes.”


“It’s okay. You’re right. I wasn’t as prepared as I should have been. I’m actually glad I got the opportunity to read Traffic.” Here I decide to lie: “I thought it was pretty fantastic.”


“You did, huh?”


“Yes. Come to think of it, that’s what last night’s reading reminded me of. Chapter six. You know, the way the whole thing is paced, the tension between them, the audacity of the crime spree, the whole Bonnie-and-Clyde subtext, the humor …”


Walker doesn’t say anything but continues to knead my shoulder, staring directly at me. This goes on for so long that the point of sizing me up comes and goes. He’s so close I can smell him. Walker Reade smells like Irish Spring, tobacco, and whiskey. He smells like men used to smell. After a few more minutes I can’t tell what the point of this staredown massage is if not, in fact, to simply release some tension in my neck. His hands are large and strong. The man can give a massage. Then it just becomes awkward. I finally break eye contact, reach for my cigarette in the tray, and take a long drag.


“Marlboro reds, huh? That’s a real cigarette,” I say finally.


Walker stops kneading but leaves his hand on my shoulder. He’s closer to my face than I’m usually comfortable with, but it’s not menacing in any way. “Who do you think you’re dealing with, sweetheart?”


I place my left hand on Walker’s right shoulder so we are now face-to-face. “Don’t worry,” I say, now looking at him straight on. “I’m well aware you’re a real cowboy.” I take another drag and blow the smoke out of the side of my mouth—either succeeding in looking cool or failing miserably by trying too hard. My radar out here is jammed.


“Hmph,” he says, releasing his hand and reaching for his own cigarette. “What’s the pitcher for?”


“Bloodies, of course. Where is your spice rack?” I ask, getting up.


“Hot dog! Now we’re talking.”


He points to a cabinet and I rummage through, taking out black pepper, celery salt, regular salt, Tabasco sauce, and Worcestershire. I pull a can of tomato juice from the floor of the pantry—one of about a dozen—and find an opener and a wooden spoon in the drawer next to the sink. Walker looks at his watch and pulls out a yellow envelope from the cabinet.


“Can I presume that you have cowboy boots?” I ask. “Don’t they make you buy them when you enter this town?” The cowboy boots, as I noted upon landing, did not discriminate in the Aspen airport: they were worn with equal contrivance by anorexic plastic ladies with black leggings, midlife-crisis fat-guy wannabes, gay guys, Hollywood types, and actual real cowboys.


“None that I wear. Larry gave me a pair of snakeskin boots, but it’s not really my speed.” Indeed, if Walker parties like a rock star, he doesn’t appear to dress like one. Yesterday he had on a polo shirt with khakis and Converse Chuck Taylors, looking more Mister Rogers than Keith Richards.


“I didn’t realize there was a speed you couldn’t handle,” I say, opening all of the spices and pouring the tomato juice into the pitcher. Having worked the brunch shift at a midtown-Manhattan hotel bar, I know from Bloody Marys. I add all the spices, stir the whole thing, and give Walker a taste from the wooden spoon. His eyebrows go up.


“You’re overlooking the difference between not being able to and not wanting to,” he says.


“You take horseradish?”


“Nah, it’s perfect.”


I find a bottle of Stoli in the freezer—three actually—so I fill two glasses with ice and pour a shot and a half of the vodka into each one. I top it with the bloody mix and pour each glass into an empty cocktail shaker and back again. I cut two lemon wedges and hang one over the side of each glass.


“Thank you,” Walker says. “Cheers.” We clink glasses as Arkansas governor Bill Clinton appears on the TV. He’s running for president, pressing the flesh at a California rally. The ladies seem to love him.


“This fucking scuzzball,” says Walker, shaking his head. In addition to his semiautobiographical novels, Walker traffics in political commentary (often brilliant) and sportswriting (often on drugs).


“What’s wrong with him?”


“Fuck. Look … if Clinton is elected, you’re going to get someone who really believes his own bullshit. And that’s dangerous.”


“As opposed to?”


“I don’t know … Nixon.”


“Nixon?!”


“He lied with a straight face. So what. They all lie. Don’t get me wrong: I never loved Nixon. He was a filthy sow of a human being. As depraved as they come. But at least he never believed his own lies. He was just a straight-up crook.” Walker turns to me quickly, as if he’s just remembered something. “Speaking of scuzzballs, stay away from Larry.”


“Excuse me?”


“I saw you two last night.”


“Cripe, Walker, I said maybe four words to Larry.”


Walker takes a plastic bag from the yellow envelope and dumps about a half cup of cocaine onto a plate; far more than that remains in the envelope.
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