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Usually the word “monster” signifies some sort of unaccustomed harmonizing of dissonant elements. I call “monster” every original inexhaustible beauty.


—Alfred Jarry







You’ll never be able to keep this up, Mark!


—Alan (American Mischief) Lelchuk, 1975

















FOREWORD



HERE’S A FACT: I once started a Mark Leyner cult in Providence, Rhode Island. This was in the late ’80s, which was maybe a silver age for cults. I was a junior at Brown, snouting around in the college library for something to read, when I stumbled upon some issues of Fiction International, found a few stories by some guy named Mark Leyner. I was tsunamied by these sentences. They were the answer to the question I’d been asking for a long time: “When will I find writing that can stand up to, and make art of… this?” And by this, imagine my arm sweeping over the whole of the late ’80s. And everything that came before.


Leyner was my instant hero, and it seemed that he was just getting going with his corpus as I was preparing to be a superfan. Right away I found I Smell Esther Williams, in which those stories I discovered appeared, but by my senior year he was publishing his next books, including his early masterwork, My Cousin, My Gastroenterologist. I turned everybody I knew on to Leyner’s prose. We read aloud from his work at parties, quoted him in lieu of quips of our own. He was our Wilde, our Burroughs, our Monty Python, our Woodstock, our Seka. We really were a cult, and one of us, after moving to Brooklyn, made contact with our god, told him about us. Leyner informed his publicist, as any savvy god would, and next thing there was a camera crew up from New York to do a story on this young phenom’s oddball following. I knew this was my big moment and got ready for my head-apostle close-up. But it never came. Instead of interviewing me, they filmed my much more photogenic girlfriend reading My Cousin under a tree.


I got over my disappointment and never stopped reading Leyner with awe. Tetherballs of Bougainville was another astonishment, and after a Hollywood lull there has now been a full flowering of mature genius: The Sugar Frosted Nutsack, Gone with the Mind, Last Orgy of the Divine Hermit. I really believe that if there is a future literary culture of any worth, these books will have an ever-growing importance in it. He was branded early as some sort of amoral postmodernist, but his project has always been much more powerful than that.


Leyner—in temperament, in vision, in his belief in the aesthetic (and, yes, moral) worth of his endeavor—is an artist of the dawn of modernism, not its end. But his material is the detritus in the craters of our imploded world, all the junk that is us and our language and our disembodied existence and our fractured views of reality. Because if you just stop squinting, or pretending the last hundred years never happened, and go to the gym a little more, you will begin to understand precisely what needs to be picked up and bent and twisted and welded into new shapes. Mark Leyner is one of our great sculptors. Stack all his books together and you get literature’s most magnificent Watts Towers of the mind. As for why they are so funny, and so full of genuine feeling, well, that’s what happens when you truly understand tragedy and love.


—Sam Lipsyte















ENTER



Rick Kisonak


THE STORY OF the story of Mark Leyner begins at the beginning of the last century’s last decade. In the early ’90s, I did in succession three things by which my life is now defined. First, I came to possess a copy of My Cousin, My Gastroenterologist. Second, I read it. Third, I got married and raised a family in Vermont.


That third part consumed a quarter century. Then one day I looked around the house for the peculiar little paperback with the strange comic-book panels on its cover. Why it had remained on my mind all that time I wasn’t quite sure. So I read it again. Oh, yeah.


I’d never encountered anything remotely like it. The writing was as breathtakingly unhinged, visionary, erudite, and utterly fearless as I’d remembered. It was the kind of writing I’d vaguely dreamed of doing but never quite gotten around to. I reread passages at random for days (“I was an infinitely hot and dense dot”), marveling at their mind-bending blend of the lyrical and the laugh-out-loud hilarious.


It went without saying, I thought, that the world had rebuffed him. Eaten him up and spit him out. No way could an artist so revolutionary have made it.


I montaged the fates allotted to literary genius in America: Delmore Schwartz–style ruin and madness; John Kennedy Toole’s suicide; poor Richard Brautigan. Poor Anne Sexton. “The vector of my movement from a given point is isotropic,” he’d written. “All possible directions are equally probable.” Poor New Jersey naïf. How mercilessly the marketplace must have rejected his stab at a new, mutant literature. Mark himself seemed mystified as to what the future might hold when he wrote the “about the author’” piece that closed the book and ended:



When I saw the Beatles on television in 1964, I decided that I’d like to be an artist… In high school, I was in a band that broke up over artistic differences—I wanted us to go “glitter,” a la T.Rex, Bowie, the New York Dolls; the other guitarist, Tom Cacherelli, wanted us to be a more workman-like band like the Allman Brothers… While working on My Cousin, My Gastroenterologist, I supported myself by doing advertising copywriting. Recently I’ve written ads for biodegradable incontinence briefs and artificial saliva. No one knows what the future holds in store for me.





No one knew in 1990. But this was the future. I stopped rereading passages at random. Between the time when I’d bought the book and the point at which I’d raised a family, then reread it, that whole information superhighway deal had, of course, magically materialized. I could learn Mark Leyner’s tragic fate with a tap or ten on a Mac. Fingers trembling, visions of homeless poets dancing in my head, I girded myself to google.


I couldn’t believe my eyes! “American postmodernist author?” “Movies?” YouTube videos of appearances on Letterman and Conan? And that was just the Wikipedia blurb that gives you the nutshell skinny. Unbelievably, there was more. Rows of book jackets, each bearing a title as fabulously improbable and lovely as the one I’d assumed was his one and only.


Profiles in the Paris Review and the New York Times. Decades of adoring reviews in the country’s most prominent papers and magazines. Awards. A column in Esquire. Experimental work on MTV. A film starring John Cusack and Ben Kingsley. A novel recently released and racking up more adoring reviews. Mark Leyner wasn’t homeless. He was infinitely hot!


Here, of course, is where a well-adjusted fan of fine writing would maybe order a few books, shake his head at fortune’s capriciousness, and move on. Really, after all, what did this have to do with me? I wasn’t the one who followed his bliss, beat the odds, and birthed a brilliant body of work. I was a mere movie critic from Vermont.


Upon learning what Mark had been doing with himself for the past quarter century, I didn’t move on. Clearly. Something in the back of my maladjusted mind relayed ridiculous signals that all this did have something semimystical to do with me. “Fate,” as Mark wrote in The Sugar Frosted Nutsack, “is the ultimate pre-existing condition.”


Paul McCartney has a Twitter account. What do you guess happens when a fan direct-messages him? To my surprise, I saw that Mark was on Twitter as well. What do you guess happened when I messaged him on May 20, 2017? He messaged me back. He also shared his phone number and said he’d be happy to chat the next day. We did. And for me, at least, nothing’s been the same since.


Okay, I still live in Vermont, now with my wife and daughter. And until the pandemic shuttered cinemas, I still worked as a film critic, as I’d done for more than three decades. And until COVID, I still directed the annual Burlington Book Festival, which I founded in 2005 (I’ve met everybody). So sure, some things are the same. What I mean is that getting to know Mark, getting to talk to him regularly and at length, having access to his interior life, his ridiculously unpredictable, exuberantly playful creative process—basically being given a backstage pass to his brain—has upgraded my existence in every conceivable sense and has led, as fate would have it, to the development of this book.


I entitled this opening section “ENTER” because Mark is a human amusement park and this, dear reader, is your all-access ticket of admission. He’s a bottomless repository of mystical acumen and fun facts, a seer for whom the words unfettered imagination are laughably inadequate. Mark is and always has been avant la lettre, deep in the woods, as far as he can get from the citadel. He devotes himself to making fun to this day. At sixty-eight, he gets up in the morning, goes to the gym, shreds it to within an inch of his life, then declares a multimedia fatwa on everything standard-issue. And I don’t mean knocking out the next exemplary bit of literary fiction. I’m talking about waging a life-and-death jihad to do the unthinkably new. The same one he was waging before My Cousin, My Gastroenterologist was a twinkle in his mind’s eye.


I’d like to share an observation I made some years back concerning his literary superpower, one that I believe will add to your appreciation of the excerpts you’re poised to sample. It’s a kind of key: Mark’s narratives aren’t set against the backdrop of anything. Everything he’s ever written is a complete, self-contained world unto itself. I don’t know of another author who does what he does, starting with an infinitesimal element—a dot of an idea—and unspooling it page by page, creation by creation, until it fills a book. It really is a kind of magic.


And amazingly, he just keeps getting better. How often can one say that about a writer? There’s an emotional weave and an embrace in the work of his maturity. There’s a humanity and poignancy to it now. When you read one of these unforeseeable books, it’s not only going to blow your mind, it’s also going to break your heart.


Hop aboard with me, then, and take a tour through Mark’s extraordinary novels, stories, and other writing. I bet you’ll find getting to know him and his work as marvelous as I have. And since the twenty-first-century analogue of the traditional literary biography is the celebrity interview, that will be the form much of our investigation takes. (See here for directions to our career-spanning chat.) If you’ve never read anything by him before, I envy you.


Let us do some Leyner. Take a hit of high-grade Mark. Visions of everything from drug-dealing gods to kung-fu-fighting squirrels will dance in our heads. Cerebral cortexes will twist and shout. Medulla oblongatas will do the ontological conga!


On the seventeenth of May, 1996, Mark appeared with David Foster Wallace and Jonathan Franzen on the PBS show Charlie Rose to discuss the Future of American Fiction. YouTube it. Seriously, the talk’s titanic. The hair is hilarious!


Well, here we are in the future that the three of them were attempting to imagine, and Mark’s oeuvre stands apart. It’s entirely without precedent, a universe conjured from his subconscious.


Here’s what Jonathan Franzen had to say about the uniqueness of Mark’s voice (I interviewed him on July 15, 2020):



I think Mark was running something that was different from anybody else’s work that comes to mind. It’s less apparent with Mark where he comes from than with Dave or me. If you’re a student of DeLillo, you have a pretty good idea where Dave Wallace comes from. If you’ve read modern fiction—that is, modernism and nineteenth-century fiction—it’s pretty clear where I come from.


Mark came out of nowhere with something that didn’t feel like anybody else’s. And I think that’s partly just the stamp of his own personality. But formally, it’s like, What is this? What am I reading? Antic is a word for it, but it doesn’t really do justice to the uniqueness of his voice, the uniqueness of his method—or his lack of one. Literary context is tricky with Mark’s work. I’m not sure who you would point to exactly…


When I think of his work, I see how it sits on the page, particularly My Cousin, My Gastroenterologist. Yes, there are some riffs in there that I remember specifically, Walid Jumblatt and his Druse Militiamen, et cetera, but mostly what I remember is the combination of what the words were doing and the way they sat on the page.


I can’t really think of anyone else like him.





I can’t really think of anyone else like him, either. Which is why I proposed the idea of a Mark Leyner reader to his publisher. And here it is.


The goal of the book in your hands is to provide a kind of greatest hits collection, pulling together some of the most dazzling, heartbreaking, superunique human communiqués you’ve—ever—encountered. Each of these excerpts stands on its own and is introduced by an appreciation from one of Mark’s innumerable admirers along with a brief account he composed of his life at the time he was writing the work that follows.


And speaking of greatest hits collections, this one even comes with an all-new bonus track that Mark actually wrote (gulp) for me!


Working on this book, corresponding with and talking to people who love Mark Leyner’s work as I do, has been an undreamed-of blast. It’s my hope that you’ll share that delight, that you’ll enjoy what you discover in these pages and promptly run out to discover more.
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I SMELL ESTHER WILLIAMS (1983)















THE STORY SO FAR



January 4, 1956 Born in Margaret Hague Maternity Hospital, in Jersey City, to Joel and Muriel Leyner


1960–1966 Entranced by nuns (and ants, of course, always)


1967 Immerses himself in the world of professional wrestling: Bruno Sammartino, Baron Scicluna, Haystacks Calhoun, Gorilla Monsoon


Profoundly influenced (i.e., traumatized) by several movies, including: Attack of the 50 Ft. Woman, A Song to Remember, Pride of the Marines, Jason and the Argonauts, Mutiny on the Bounty (any movie in which mutineers are whipped on ships), etc.


1967 Moves to West Orange, New Jersey, where he makes a series of transformative pilgrimages to Thomas Edison’s laboratory


Entranced by squirrels (and the smaller chipper-munks)


1969 Moves to Maplewood, New Jersey


January 12, 1969 Bar mitzvah party on the day the New York Jets defeat the Baltimore Colts in Super Bowl III (as personally guaranteed by Jets quarterback “Broadway” Joe Namath)


1970 Ejaculates for the first time and begins stealing his grandmother’s Marlboros


1970–1973 Attends Columbia High School; writes column for school newspaper (The Columbian) called “This Side of Paradise”


1973–1977 Attends Brandeis University, in Waltham, Massachusetts


Upon graduation, receives the Dorothy Blumenfeld Moyer Memorial Award for creative writing


1976 Begins obsessively humming the ABBA song “Fernando”


1977–1979 Completes the graduate writing program at the University of Colorado at Boulder as a teaching assistant. Begins work on several of the texts that will eventually comprise I Smell Esther Williams


1980–1981 Lives in Washington, DC, and works as a document analyst in Beltsville, Maryland, and then as a cashier at a drugstore and a bookstore and a record store in Chevy Chase


Develops a passion for chicken livers in cream gravy


Works on I Smell Esther Williams in a room full of bees (one can’t possibly overestimate the impact of the bees on his evolving style)


1981 Moves to Hoboken, New Jersey


Works at Panasonic in Secaucus as a copywriter and then as a waiter at the Summit House restaurant in Jersey City


Spends a considerable amount of time at the Mudd Club, Danceteria, the Roxy, etc. (nights frequently culminating with a knish and an egg cream at Dave’s, on Canal and Broadway)


1983 Publication of I Smell Esther Williams















WRITING SO TRULY UNIQUE THAT CRITICS HAVEN’T KNOWN HOW TO TALK ABOUT IT



An Email Conversation with Larry McCaffery


November 6, 2020


Dear Larry,


It was great to connect on the phone today. Sincere thanks for your time. I look forward to working with you in whatever way works for you. Can’t wait to see the interview you did with Mark.


Cheers,


Rick


November 19, 2020


Yo, Rick,


Sorry I’ve been so delayed in getting back to you—it’s my sense, then and now, that Mark’s work has always been so truly unique that critics haven’t known how to talk about it; but certainly, he deserves more serious attention. At any rate, I’m interested in hearing more about your plans.


Cordially,


Larry


November 22, 2020


Hi Larry,


As I understand it, you’re responsible for pulling the pin from the grenade of his career. You published that piece in the Mississippi Review, Harpers picked it up & the next thing Mark knew, he was offered a deal by Harmony Books. Who knows whether he ever would have happened without you.


Mark was extremely glad to get your greetings.


Hope you have a great Thanksgiving.


Cheers,


Rick


April 13, 2021


Hi, Rick,


I know I’m prejudiced, but I absolutely loved LAST ORGY OF THE DIVINE HERMIT! Not only did it keep me laughing throughout, but I actually wound up also being very moved by Mark’s sweet treatment (it IS sweet) of the father-daughter motif. I just sent a copy to my son, Mark—his daughter Ella, who is my beloved granddaughter Ella, is a senior in high school, and so Mark is understandably concerned about how their relationship will change once Ella takes off for college, so I thought LAST ORGY would be the perfect novel to offset his worries.


It’s so great to see Mark continuing to write with such… poetic and utterly timely outrageousness and passion (as you know, it’s hard to describe Mark’s work).


aren’t we lucky to have him around?


best,


Larry


April 14, 2021


Hi Larry,


Thanks so much for the wonderful message and beautiful photos. What a great story about sending your son Mark’s book. Maybe it will become the standard text for father/daughter separation a la What to Expect When You’re Expecting for childbirth!


Yes, I agree. We’re lucky to have him still around and still innovating. It was such a privilege to watch that novel come together. You know, the way you did in the case of Esther Williams, My Cousin and Et Tu, Babe.


Speaking of which, you’re mentioned a number of times in the book we’re working on. I quote from your interview with Mark in Frequency and he alludes to several memorable moments involving you.


Any chance you might be willing to contribute a few memories or observations if I sent you text for comment? It would be an honor to have your voice in there.


All the best,


Rick


May 29, 2021


Hi Larry,


I hope you’re well. And thought you might get a kick out of this astonishing review by Bruce Sterling. In a science magazine of all things.


Really beautiful.


Cheers,


Rick


May 31, 2021


Dear Rick,


I am resting up nicely after a “small stroke,” my “rest” being made more cheerful by the bruce sterling review. i’m expecting my rest to start really getting going after my doctor gets around to operating (the actual operation is supposed to be routine, i’ll be back in touch shortly when all this is taken care of), in the meantime, we have bruce sterling’s review…


bruce has been a leyner fan ever since i chose mark’s piece (“i was an infinitely hot and dense dot…”) for the mississippi review cyber punk double issue and i think he comes close to what makes mark’s fiction so distinctive here.


hooray!


Lawrence F. McCaffery Jr. (born May 13, 1946) is an American literary critic, editor, and retired professor of English and comparative literature at San Diego State University. His work and teaching focus on postmodern literature, contemporary fiction, and Bruce Springsteen. He—not Mark, Charlie Rose, or Harmony PR staffers—is responsible for the following much-quoted words, which appeared as a blurb on the back cover of My Cousin, My Gastroenterologist in 1990: “Establishes Mark Leyner as the most intense and, in a certain sense, the most significant young prose writer in America.”















EXCERPTS FROM I SMELL ESTHER WILLIAMS



LAUNCH


I’VE GIVEN THE raft with the woman you’ve been waiting for a little push so you should be receiving her any day now. She has a very deep cleavage like liz taylor. You may have to thaw her out. She is dead like I am.


I am doing my impersonation of the new jersey shore. I, of course, am lying on my side and masturbating into a bedpan that I’ve banged into a likeness of deep cleavage. If the costa rican nurse touches my nipple, I tell her that the nipple is the living room of a run-down two-family house by the sea. If she puts her eiderdown electron-image tubes to both my nipples and only if she shows me her shiny gold molars and sings Tengo Cabanga Por Mi Patria, I tell her that two escaped convicts from the woman’s house of detention are in the living room, pulling taffy and watching a television show with the sound off, and if she brings me seconds for lunch when chicken fried steak is served, I pretend that they are snorting thick lines of crystal speed, and I promise her jewelry. If she draws a picture of what she thinks the raft woman’s ass would look like projected on a drive-in movie screen without lifting her pencil from the paper, I open the living room door and mr. and mrs. hogan, a couple from Philadelphia, enter and I pull her dress up over my head and we hypnotize each other and pretend that we have no control over what we say or do. If it is late at night, we pretend that we have lost the right to vote and that we have been sterilized by missionaries. We pretend that we have cut the moorings and let the raft drift away, that we are exiled on an island for savage morons.


The woman who I’m sending knows all about you. We have spent many nights reminiscing about you and laughing about your ingenuous kindnesses and social clumsiness. She is impressed by your poems and surmises that, as a child, you must have been force fed like farm poultry. Of course she is drifting very peaceably now right towards you. It’s a fine sunny day. She and the raft look marvelous, rocking in the tide. She is doing her impersonation of an automobile showroom. You would enjoy it very much. She, of course, is lying on her back and the sun is glistening against all her automobiles, her sedans, her squared-off economy models, her red convertibles. If she draws a thin piece of kelp across the inner part of her thigh, like a bow across a violin string, you can hear all your favorite buddy holly songs. I, of course, am on my knees, peering through an antique vasco da gama spyglass, watching her revolve in momentary eddies. I too am enjoying her uncanny impersonation of an automobile showroom. If the nurse brings me a fat pungent-smelling costa rican cigar, I pretend that I am a newspaper boy in a vintage 1930s-style newspaper boy’s cap. If she takes off her starched white nurse’s cap, unfastens her bobby pins and lets her luxurious black tresses fall into my eyes, I enter the automobile showroom and yell, extra! extra! yeshiva boy slays showgirl whale swallows mob kingpin bald cure called hoax mets split! She in turn impersonates mrs. hogan. I think we want fifteen automobiles! she says. Look how fast my husband is! Mr. hogan runs from car to car spinning the plates he’s balanced on each antenna. Of course she’s drifting towards you now! She is coming to you of her own volition. Do not let that disturb you. It was, in large part, her idea. Oh, look. The raft has a nice teakwood desk. She is writing a letter. She will either put the letter in a bottle and throw it at me or save it for you. At the end of the letter, after recapitulating the ups and downs of her epically repressed life, she writes, p.s., I want the second movement of mozart’s piano concerto in b flat major played at my funeral. She begins to lose weight. I enter a room where people are frantically pacing back and forth. Everyone thinks I look negro, I say. I am, of course, dying. I’ve placed two hundred dollars on furrowed brow in the sixth at aqueduct for you. She will be exhausted when she reaches you. She will be almost dead. My life is over. The nurse is doing her impersonation of an afternoon in bethesda, maryland. I pretend that I am a house. When she gives me a blow job, I tell her that someone in the house is doing yoga exercises and that someone is painting the maid’s room institution-green. The woman I’m sending you has taken off her bathing suit top. You will like her breasts very much. She is doing her famous impression of someone who takes three hours to eat a teaspoon of potato salad. The nurse says that mr. hogan is in a deep trance. Now king me. Checkmate. Gin, he says. The bed is masquerading as the sauna at seton hall university. A young man named theo enters. Let’s go down on each other, he says. My nurse is playing the role of a girl with very beautiful red pubic hair. You’re not the most subtle guy in the world, she says. He bites her stomach. Yum! she says, Your whiskers are like porcupine quills. My father’s pizzeria is the best in new jersey, he says. Oooooo! she says, You’re clever, too! The costa rican nurse, who, admittedly, represents a repressed feral idealization of my mother, collapses to the floor and does her impersonation of a molting boa constrictor.


I am skipping smooth flattened stones in the direction of the drifting raft. I am trying to get the woman’s attention. She is not a shape. A nude chiaroscuro set in relief against the horizon. I cup my hands and yell, I was sitting in the library when I first heard two members of the parnassian society whispering your name back and forth. Remember? There were only two books in the entire library that hadn’t been taken out—Portable Power Tools by leo macdonnell and The Penicillin Man by john rowland, she calls out to me. I begin to weep because she has remembered. There are some things, she calls out, that a woman never forgets. I pretend that the cliff rising above the dark water is a lovers’ leap. We jump. She is doing her impersonation of a woman who has jumped before. The raft is disappearing now.


My life is over. It has been over for months now. I am sending this woman to you partly because we have preyed on each other’s consciences far too long, and partly because you are my only friend and this is the woman you have been waiting for, for so many years. She is dead like I am. You too will be dead soon. When she arrives, do not mince words. Do not pretend with her.














MEMORIA IN AETERNA


HOPING THAT ONE last slug of warm Schlitz would give him the courage to finally say to Patty, “I love your breasts, the way one breast presses against the U of your sweatshirt, the way the other presses against the A, making the S a spot where a man could lay his head in peace,” Oscar tipped his airline cup to his lips. But the words wouldn’t come and god Oscar wanted to slip his hand under that shirt and feel her warm bare back and kiss her freckled nose. “This is where I get off,” he said, crestfallen, squeezing past Patty’s knees and ambling up the aisle to the door of the plane. “Bye,” he waved sheepishly; and he jumped. As he fell through the air, he looked up towards Patty’s window and Patty was frantically waving his parachute in her hand, yelling “Oskie, you forgot this!” Oscar’s descent, being the shortest path between two points, was swift. He hit the ground with an awful thud. I was the first to reach him. “Oscar, buddy, ol’ pal of mine, say a few syllables,” I said. His eyes seemed a bit glazed. “Someone just hit me in the head with a pillow,” he said. “Oscar, Oscar,” I keened, “you’re seven-eighths dead, you’re all busted up like a ceramic Buddha dropped from the World Trade Center—do you have any last words?” I wet his lips with my italian ices. “All I ever wanted to do,” he whispered, “was finish my novel… and drag a good Catholic girl through the mud a few times.” “Ciao, old friend,” I said. Randy, Normandi, Ray, Rachel, Wayne, and me—we’ll never forget you.














THE BOAT SHOW


LOOK. I’VE JUST returned from a used bookstore. It’s run on the honor system. You pay at the main store across the street. It’s easy to steal the books. There are economics textbooks, volumes of Shakespeare filled with sophomoric underlining and marginalia, books that people probably purchased in drugstores and supermarkets before going on vacation, marriage manuals, and stacks and stacks of National Geographics. That’s clear, isn’t it? I’ve given a partial list in order to generally characterize the store’s stock. Once I stole an art magazine from the place. I felt guilty. After all, it’s commendable that someone has faith in other people these days, and it’s commendable that someone is offering books at such cheap prices. More people should read, right? So this time I didn’t steal anything. I simply went through a few piles of Modern Photography magazines and ripped out all the photographs of nude women I could find. When I got home, I tacked them up to the walls of my study. Are you following me so far? Now I am looking out the window of my study. I am going to try to make you see what I see. With me? O.K. A red car just drove by. A blue one. And then a white coupe with a black vinyl roof. A man in a white v-neck undershirt just leaned out his door and took his mail out of the box. His house is painted a kind of olive-green color. The house to the right of his is a very muted salmon-pink. The house to the right of that is a deep scarlet with white trim. Now, what color is the house next to that? I’ll give you a minute or two. While you think, I’ll have a cigarette and look at my new photographs. There’s one of a blond woman I particularly like. She looks like a girl named Sharon I knew in Boulder. I think Sharon’s married now and lives up in Buffalo, New York. Anyway… O.K., time’s up. How many of you wrote down, red brick with beige trim? Good. Alright, now you’ve got the hang of it. Again, I’m going to try to make you sense what I sense. Ready? Here we go. The electric heater in my study runs on a thermostat. So all day it turns itself on and off. Sometimes, though, it gets too hot. Let’s say it’s getting too hot now. Follow me? I’m taking off my flannel shirt. O.K. O.K. I’ll take off my undershirt too. Now I’m bare-chested. And for the sake of argument, I’ll tack a spare photograph of two nudes on horseback to my chest. Ouch… there. Nice horse, huh? Now I’m looking out the window. A dog is howling. Awwwooooo. Awwwooooooo. I hear a helicopter. I lean next to the window and check the sky. Very gray. A guy with a trainman’s cap and ponytail just got out of a pickup truck and walked up the street carrying a clipboard. Did you see him take the pen out from behind his ear? Good. A group of about fifteen African diplomats just walked by. If I didn’t know better, I’d say one of them is pointing right at me. Look at all the litter in the street. That’s terrible. Whatever happened to “keep America beautiful”? Went out with hula hoops and swallowing fish, right? O.K. Look at the beer cans. I can make out Stroh’s, Miller, a Michelob… and a Budweiser. Now I’m going to look directly beneath my window. I’m going to try to be very specific here. Next to the curb are two plastic trash barrels, green and red with black lids. Adjacent to the barrels is the neighbor’s hedge… it’s made up of some kind of perennial shrub (I’m squinting now and leaning way over), some kind of perennial shrub with prickly… prickly bipinnate leaves and tiny tiny pink flowers. You are enchanted by the tiny delicate pink petals. N’est-ce pas? You want to crush them with a mortar and pestle and massage them into your scalp. You are repeating the word “pestle” to yourself until it loses its meaning. Alright. Don’t move. Do you see the reflection of my finger in the window? Do you see the reflection of my face? Am I pointing to a dimple, a pock mark, or a dueling scar? Yell out your answer! Now we are dancing. Are you inhaling as I exhale? In other words, have our gears meshed? Are you still lashed to the cross of my thoughts? Uh oh. I’m feeling light-headed. The right side of my brain is giving a blow job to the left side. You don’t get a choice on this one—I’m going to do all four—I’m going to a. Smash my china to the music of Felix Mendelssohn, b. Drive the endless highway west, c. Collect the latex footprints that lead to this room, and d. Open my veins in a warm bath. Now where is my tweed jacket with a wedding band in every pocket? Where is my yiddish phrase book? My itinerary? That’s the last one. You’ll have to leave. I’m going to throw myself out the window. Put me in one of the plastic trash barrels. Tack a photograph of yourself to my forehead. Goodbye now. We part!
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THE STORY SO FAR



1985–1986 Teaches as an adjunct at Jersey City State College and Brooklyn College


1986 Marries Arleen Portada


March 29, 1987 Hulk Hogan body-slams André the Giant at WrestleMania III


1987–1990 Works as copywriter at the Wyatt Company’s Executive Compensation Service and then at the Falcone Agency, all the while working day and night on My Cousin, My Gastroenterologist


Meets Mercedes Pinto (who’s working as a word processor at ECS)


1988 “I Was an Infinitely Hot and Dense Dot” appears in the Mississippi Review’s cyberpunk issue, edited by Larry McCaffery


1989 Michael Pietsch (then an editor at Harmony Books), having read “I Was an Infinitely Hot and Dense Dot” reprinted in the Harper’s Magazine Readings section, calls Leyner up at Falcone and asks if he has other work and if he’d be willing to punctuate any of it. Leyner is like, If you ask nicely (Pietsch had)


1990 Publication of My Cousin, My Gastroenterologist















“IDYLL”



blue cheese & office equipment


Ben Dolnick


RECOMMENDING MARK LEYNER, I feel as if I’m walking up to knots of people at a party and thrusting before them samples of an unspeakably pungent blue cheese. Half—probably more than half—of the guests will mount a refusal so visceral and emphatic that it will verge on panic. The other half, though, will take a bite, close their eyes, and experience a pleasure so intense and complex that they will, for a few seconds, forget the party completely.


I count myself among the blue cheese savorers, but I understand the rejecters’ position; part of me even shares it. This does not, I must at some level acknowledge, smell good. And yet…


Mark Leyner does something for me that no other writer does, something that no other writer even tries to do. I read him when my mind’s plumbing needs not just snaking but also hydrojetting—an industrial-strength blast of hypervivid oddity. He’s never created a character worth remembering, and I’m not sure I can recall a single scene he’s written, but that’s because characters and scenes aren’t what he traffics in. He traffics in words—the angular, miraculous, multitudinous things themselves.


So let’s look at those words.


But first, for the uninitiated: Mark Leyner belongs, taxonomically, somewhere in the lineage of Douglas Coupland, David Foster Wallace, and Robert Coover. Which is to say that he once had a goatee and that a certain Gen X aura of sunglasses and coffee-shop anticonsumerism trails him still. He wrote a handful of uncategorizably bizarre books in the ’90s, took a break (during which—as if determined to live out one of his random-meaning-generator sentences—he cowrote the bestselling book of medical trivia Why Do Men Have Nipples?), and then, with 2012’s The Sugar Frosted Nutsack, picked right back up where he left off.


His books are full of—they are delivery mechanisms for—spiky little word clusters of hypnotic weirdness: “larval psychotics,” “shimmering, serrated monster,” “epoxied chunks of chipmunk meat.” He is, in other words, a poet—a poet whose vocabulary derives not from nature but from infomercials, action movies, and Saturday morning cartoons. It’s therefore tempting to dismiss him as a bit of historic cultural flotsam, the literary equivalent of an MTV veejay—until you sit down and read him. His idiosyncratic brilliance is no more of the ’90s than Emily Dickinson’s was of the 1870s. His books will be—or anyway should be—read as long as there are people silently staring at pieces of paper for fun.


The book to start with is My Cousin, My Gastroenterologist, his 1992 collection of short stories (or short somethings). Here, in its entirety, is the story “Idyll”:




I was reading an article that contained the words “vineyards, orchards, and fields bountiful with fruits and vegetables; sheep and goats graze on hillsides of lush greenery” and I realized that in five months none of these things would exist and I realized that as the last sheep on earth is skinned, boned, filleted, and flash-frozen, Arleen and I would probably be making love for the last time, mingling—for the last time—the sweet smell of her flesh which is like hyacinths and narcissus with the virile tang of my own which is like pond scum and headcheese and then I realized that the only thing that would distinguish me in the eyes of posterity from—for instance—those three sullen Chinese yuppies slumped over in their bentwood chairs at the most elegant McDonald’s in the world is that I wrote the ads that go: “Suddenly There’s Vancouver!”





The first thing to notice about this sentence is that it’s a sentence. The second thing is that it sounds sensible. In its music, its shapeliness, its sinuous journey toward its exclamatory end, it resembles the English prose that you might find in a book-club pick, maybe something by Franzen or Egan. There’s nothing in its form that would snap the drowsing Audible listener awake.


But its content is, of course, insane—and insane in the particular electrified, self-responsive way that characterizes Leyner’s best work. Fiction writers are perpetually asking themselves, What is the most interesting thing I could do here? By “here,” they mean: in this chapter, in this section, in this character’s arc. Leyner operates at a different frame rate: he scans for the maximally interesting possibility numerous times per sentence.


The first forty words of “Idyll” cohere; they could be the opening of a novel about an impending enviro-apocalypse.


I was reading an article that contained the words “vineyards, orchards, and fields bountiful with fruits and vegetables; sheep and goats graze on hillsides of lush greenery” and I realized that in five months none of these things would exist


Okay, we think. Maybe a nuclear blast is coming. So far, so parse-able. But then we come to the last sheep on earth and its uncomfortably dwelt-upon demise.


and I realized that as the last sheep on earth is skinned, boned, filleted, and flash-frozen


Flash-frozen is, for me, the moment when this sentence surrenders its Ordinary Prose membership card. The logic of enviro-apocalypse has departed, and the logic of food prep has set in. That list of verbs (skinned, boned, filleted) has acted as an incantation upon our poor suggestible narrator, and it has carried him, apparently, into the realm of fast-food commercials.


But there’s hope, because here comes Arleen and the order-restoring pull of lovemaking. Sex with a beloved is the sort of thing that might happen in a doomsday literary novel, right? Surely this will get us back on track.


Arleen and I would probably be making love for the last time, mingling—for the last time


Nice rhythmic repetition! Emphasizing the lastness of this last time is just what we hoped tender, sex-treasuring prose would do.


—the sweet smell of her flesh which is like hyacinths and narcissus


Well, our narrator has briefly been bashed over the head with a romance novel, but no matter: we’re describing smells; we’re creating parallels.


with the virile tang of my own which is like pond scum and headcheese


And we’re off the tracks again. He has fallen into the mine shaft of smell description (just as he previously fell into the mine shaft of sheep dismemberment) and forgotten entirely the loving, poignant business in which he was engaged.


But anyway, the sex is finished. The narrator’s eyes, pained by the brightness of apocalypse, softened by the affections of Arleen, are turning now toward eternity.


and then I realized that the only thing that would distinguish me in the eyes of posterity from—for instance—those three sullen Chinese yuppies slumped over in their bentwood chairs


This is sounding a bit specific to be a “for instance,” but yes, go on.


at the most elegant McDonald’s in the world


Okay. Whatever. Just tell us what it is that distinguishes you. We can see the end of the sentence—not to mention the story and the world—approaching. Take us home.


is that I wrote the ads that go: “Suddenly There’s Vancouver!”


This finale, with its exultant exclamation point, is the literary equivalent of stamping hard on a stair that turns out to be a landing—and it is the moment that always, no matter how many times I read it, makes me smile in baffled admiration. Here Leyner has led us, by the grammar and “logic” of the sentence, to expect a triumphant bugle blast—and instead he’s produced the sort of tagline, perfectly calibrated in its banality, that we’ve all found ourselves staring at in irritable torpor (Who writes these things?) on empty train platforms.


And now he’s bowing.


Because what he’s actually done here—in the guise of delivering a lyrical account of one man’s attempt at reckoning with the apocalypse—is engage us in a kind of highbrow game. We have no choice, as well-trained readers, but to seek coherence, to provide necessary set decoration, to translate sound into imagery. Leyner is one of the shockingly few writers who recognize the comic potential in this state of affairs. Presented with the fragile, expensive office equipment that is our language-comprehension machinery, most writers type up solemn memos and set about mastering the communications system. Leyner makes Xeroxes of his own butt.


Ben Dolnick is the author of a handful of novels, including At the Bottom of Everything and The Ghost Notebooks. He lives with his wife and daughter in Brooklyn.















EXCERPTS FROM MY COUSIN, MY GASTROENTEROLOGIST






I WAS AN INFINITELY HOT AND DENSE DOT


I WAS DRIVING to Las Vegas to tell my sister that I’d had Mother’s respirator unplugged. Four bald men in the convertible in front of me were picking the scabs off their sunburnt heads and flicking them onto the road. I had to swerve to avoid riding over one of the oozy crusts of blood and going into an uncontrollable skid. I maneuvered the best I could in my boxy Korean import but my mind was elsewhere. I hadn’t eaten for days. I was famished. Suddenly as I reached the crest of a hill, emerging from the fog, there was a bright neon sign flashing on and off that read: FOIS GRAS AND HARICOTS VERTS NEXT EXIT. I checked the guidebook and it said: Excellent food, malevolent ambience. I’d been habitually abusing an illegal growth hormone extracted from the pituitary glands of human corpses and I felt as if I were drowning in excremental filthiness but the prospect of having something good to eat cheered me up. I asked the waitress about the soup du jour and she said that it was primordial soup—which is ammonia and methane mixed with ocean water in the presence of lightning. Oh I’ll take a tureen of that embryonic broth, I say, constraint giving way to exuberance—but as soon as she vanishes my spirit immediately sags because the ambience is so malevolent. The bouncers are hassling some youngsters who want drinks—instead of simply carding the kids, they give them radiocarbon tests, using traces of carbon 14 to determine how old they are—and also there’s a young wise guy from Texas A&M at a table near mine who asks for freshly ground Rolaids on his fettuccine and two waiters viciously work him over with heavy bludgeon-sized pepper mills, so I get right back into my car and narcissistically comb my thick jet-black hair in the rearview mirror and I check the guidebook. There’s an inn nearby—it’s called Little Bo Peep’s—its habitués are shepherds. And after a long day of herding, shearing, panpipe playing, muse invoking, and conversing in eclogues, it’s Miller time, and Bo Peep’s is packed with rustic swains who’ve left their flocks and sunlit, idealized arcadia behind for the more pungent charms of hard-core social intercourse. Everyone’s favorite waitress is Kikugoro. She wears a pale-blue silk kimono and a brocade obi of gold and silver chrysanthemums with a small fan tucked into its folds, her face is painted and powdered to a porcelain white. A cowboy from south of the border orders a “Biggu Makku.” But Kikugoro says, “This is not Makudonarudo.” She takes a long cylinder of gallium arsenide crystal and slices him a thin wafer which she serves with soy sauce, wasabi, pickled ginger, and daikon. “Conducts electrons ten times faster than silicon… taste good, gaucho-san, you eat,” she says, bowing.


My sister is the beautiful day. Oh beautiful day, my sister, wipe my nose, swaddle me in fresh-smelling garments. I nurse at the adamantine nipple of the beautiful day, I quaff the milk of the beautiful day, and for the first time since 1956, I cheese on the shoulder of the beautiful day. Oh beautiful day, wash me in your lake of cloudless azure. I have overdosed on television, I am unresponsive and cyanotic, revive me in your shower of gelid light and walk me through your piazza which is made of elegant slabs of time. Oh beautiful day, kiss me. Your mouth is like Columbus Day. You are the menthol of autumn. My lungs cannot quench their thirst for you. Resuscitate me—I will never exhale your tonic gasses. Inflate me so that I may rise into the sky and mourn the monotonous topography of my life. Oh beautiful day, my sister, wipe my nose and adorn me in your finery. Let us lunch alfresco. Your club sandwiches are made of mulch and wind perfumed with newsprint. Your frilly toothpicks are the deciduous trees of school days.


I was an infinitely hot and dense dot. So begins the autobiography of a feral child who was raised by huge and lurid puppets. An autobiography written wearing wrist weights. It ends with these words: A car drives through a puddle of sperm, sweat, and contraceptive jelly, splattering the great, chopsocky vigilante from Hong Kong. Inside, two acephalic sardines in mustard sauce are asleep in the rank darkness of their tin container. Suddenly, the swinging doors burst open and a mesomorphic cyborg walks in and whips out a 35-lb. phallus made of corrosion-resistant nickel-base alloy and he begins to stroke it sullenly, his eyes half shut. It’s got a metal-oxide membrane for absolute submicron filtration of petrochemical fluids. It can ejaculate herbicides, sulfuric acid, tar glue, you name it. At the end of the bar, a woman whose album-length poem about temporomandibular joint dysfunction (TMJ) had won a Grammy for best spoken word recording is gently slowly ritually rubbing copper hexafluoroacetylacetone into her clitoris as she watches the hunk with the non-Euclidian features shoot a glob of dehydrogenated ethylbenzene 3,900 miles towards the Arctic archipelago, eventually raining down upon a fiord on Baffin Bay. Outside, a basketball plunges from the sky, killing a dog. At a county fair, a huge and hairy man in mud-caked blue overalls, surrounded by a crowd of retarded teenagers, swings a sledgehammer above his head with brawny keloidal arms and then brings it down with all his brute force on a tofu-burger on a flowery paper plate. A lizard licks the dew from the stamen of a stunted crocus. Rivets and girders float above the telekinetic construction workers. The testicular voice of Barry White emanates from some occult source within the laundry room. As I chugalug a glass of tap water milky with contaminants, I realize that my mind is being drained of its contents and refilled with the beliefs of the most mission-oriented, can-do feral child ever raised by huge and lurid puppets. I am the voice… the voice from beyond and the voice from within—can you hear me? Yes. I speak to you and you only—is that clear? Yes, master. To whom do I speak? To me and me only. Is “happy” the appropriate epithet for someone who experiences each moment as if he were being alternately flayed alive and tickled to death? No, master.


In addition to the growth hormone extracted from the glands of human corpses, I was using anabolic steroids, tissue regeneration compounds, granulocyte-macrophage colony-stimulating factor (GM-CSF)—a substance used to stimulate growth of certain vital blood cells in radiation victims—and a nasal spray of neuropeptides that accelerates the release of pituitary hormones and I was getting larger and larger and my food bills were becoming enormous. So I went on a TV game show in the hopes of raising cash. This was my question, for $250,000 in cash and prizes: If the Pacific Ocean were filled with gin, what would be, in terms of proportionate volume, the proper lake of vermouth necessary to achieve a dry martini? I said Lake Ontario—but the answer was the Caspian Sea which is called a sea but is a lake by definition. I had failed. I had humiliated my family and disgraced the kung fu masters of the Shaolin temple. I stared balefully out into the studio audience which was chanting something that sounded like “dork.” I’m in my car. I’m high on Sinutab. And I’m driving anywhere. The vector of my movement from a given point is isotropic—meaning that all possible directions are equally probable. I end up at a squalid little dive somewhere in Vegas maybe Reno maybe Tahoe. I don’t know… but there she is. I can’t tell if she’s a human or a fifth-generation gynemorphic android and I don’t care. I crack open an ampule of mating pheromone and let it waft across the bar, as I sip my drink, a methyl isocyanate on the rocks—methyl isocyanate is the substance which killed more than 2,000 people when it leaked in Bhopal, India, but thanks to my weight training, aerobic workouts, and a low-fat fiber-rich diet, the stuff has no effect on me. Sure enough she strolls over and occupies the stool next to mine. After a few moments of silence, I make the first move: We’re all larval psychotics and have been since the age of two, I say, spitting an ice cube back into my glass. She moves closer to me. At this range, the downy cilia-like hairs that trickle from her navel remind me of the fractal ferns produced by injecting dyed water into an aqueous polymer solution, and I tell her so. She looks into my eyes: You have the glibness, superficial charm, grandiosity, lack of guilt, shallow feelings, impulsiveness, and lack of realistic long-term plans that excite me right now, she says, moving even closer. We feed on the same prey species, I growl. My lips are now one angstrom unit from her lips, which is one ten-billionth of a meter. I begin to kiss her but she turns her head away. Don’t good little boys who finish all their vegetables get dessert? I ask. I can’t kiss you, we’re monozygotic replicants—we share 100% of our genetic material. My head spins. You are the beautiful day, I exclaim, your breath is a zephyr of eucalyptus that does a pas de bourrée across the Sea of Galilee. Thanks, she says, but we can’t go back to my house and make love because monozygotic incest is forbidden by the elders. What if I said I could change all that.… What if I said that I had a miniature shotgun that blasts gene fragments into the cells of living organisms, altering their genetic matrices so that a monozygotic replicant would no longer be a monozygotic replicant and she could then make love to a muscleman without transgressing the incest taboo, I say, opening my shirt and exposing the device which I had stuck in the waistband of my black jeans. How’d you get that thing? she gasps, ogling its thick fiber-reinforced plastic barrel and the Uzi-Biotech logo embossed on the magazine which held two cartridges of gelated recombinant DNA. I got it for Christmas.… Do you have any last words before I scramble your chromosomes, I say, taking aim. Yes, she says, you first. I put the barrel to my heart. These are my last words: When I emerged from my mother’s uterus I was the size of a chicken bouillon cube and Father said to the obstetrician: I realize that at this stage it’s difficult to prognosticate his chances for a productive future, but if he’s going to remain six-sided and 0.4 grams for the rest of his life, then euthanasia’s our best bet. But Mother, who only milliseconds before was in the very throes of labor, had already slipped on her muumuu and espadrilles and was puffing on a Marlboro: No pimple-faced simp two months out of Guadalajara is going to dissolve this helpless little hexahedron in a mug of boiling water, she said, as a nurse managed with acrobatic desperation to slide a suture basin under the long ash of her cigarette which she’d consumed in one furiously deep drag. These are my last words: My fear of being bullied and humiliated stems from an incident that occurred many years ago in a diner. A 500-lb. man seated next to me at the counter was proving that one particular paper towel was more absorbent than another brand. His face was swollen and covered with patches of hectic red. He spilled my glass of chocolate milk on the counter and then sopped it up with one paper towel and then with the other. With each wipe of the counter the sweep of his huge dimpled arm became wider and wider until he was repeatedly smashing his flattened hand and the saturated towel into my chest. There was an interminable cadence to the blows I endured. And instead of assistance from other patrons at the counter, I received their derision, their sneering laughter. But now look at me! I am a terrible god. When I enter the forest the mightiest oaks blanch and tremble. All rustling, chirping, growling, and buzzing cease, purling brooks become still. This is all because of my tremendous muscularity… which is the result of the hours of hard work that I put in at the gym and the strict dietary regimen to which I adhere. When I enter the forest the birds become incontinent with fear so there’s this torrential downpour of shit from the trees. And I stride through—my whistle is like an earsplitting fife being played by a lunatic with a bloody bandage around his head. And the sunlight, rent into an incoherence of blazing vectors, illuminates me: a shimmering, serrated monster!














ENTER THE SQUIRREL


HE’D NEVER SHOT a woman before. He’d shot men, plenty of them. Shot them, bludgeoned them, garroted them, drowned them, poisoned them, he’d even pushed some poor slob out of a 747 as he crapped in his pants and pleaded for his life. But he’d never shot a woman before. No, wait a minute. He had shot a woman before. There was that dance therapist in Fort Lauderdale. He’d filled her with so much lead you could have sharpened her head and done a crossword puzzle with her. He’d shot women before but never anyone as beautiful as this. He’d never shot a beautiful woman before, that’s it. And this one was beautiful, wow. Long legs, long long hairy prehensile toes. An ape-woman. Square peg teeth, hairy floppy ears, a bridgeless nose with wide flattened nostrils. He’d never shot an ape-woman before. Well, come to think of it, he had shot an ape-woman. Back in ’63 in Reno. But he’d never shot an ape-woman this beautiful. Nope.


… Where was I? muses Big Squirrel, reloading his pistol. Oh yeah… don’t forget, put plenty of duck sauce on the egg rolls. One of the kids in the audience stands up. Big Squirrel, you forgot to put the egg rolls in the microwave. All the kids in the audience start to giggle. Big Squirrel, you’re so silly, they chime, hysterical with giggles, you’re a big silly, you can’t eat egg rolls when they’re frozen! Big Squirrel fires a warning shot in the air. It’s time for yoga! he says. Yea! yea! go the kids. OK, how many of you have accumulated mucus in your lower bowel? Yea! yea! Yogi Vithaldas, come out here. The organist plays a few bars of snake charmer music. Kids, give Yogi Vithaldas a nice Big Squirrel hello. Howdy, Yogi Vithaldas, they chime. Hello, kids. Yogi Vithaldas, tell the kids out there a little bit about yourself. Well, I just got married, Bill. Did you hear that, kids?! Yea! yea! Yup… my beautiful wife is a psychic who specializes in mediumistic psychotherapy—say you’re in the middle of psychoanalysis and your analyst dies—you don’t want to have to forage through upper Manhattan for someone new and start all over again at square one in the uterus—so my wife will conduct a séance and contact your late-lamented analyst in the spirit world: knock once for libido fixation, twice for obsessive-compulsion neurosis. And my brother-in-law is a movie star—y’know that Japanese film In the Realm of the Senses where the woman cuts off her lover’s penis and walks around Tokyo for four days with it in her pocket—well, my brother-in-law played the penis. And the three of us are honeymooning at the beautiful Beijing Buena Vista Motel where we’ll play mah-jongg with Madame Jiang Qing and toast the memory of Mao Zedong with hundred-year-old egg creams. Yea! Mazel tov, Yogi Vithaldas, now what do you have for us today? Today I have a yogic bowel cleansing exercise that can save you kids a lot of big gastroenterologist bills. Yogi Vithaldas assumes the graceful lotus pose. Without warning, Big Squirrel screams, It’s kung fu time! and leaping high into the air delivers an explosive roundhouse kick upside Yogi Vithaldas’s head that sends his right eyeball flying into a Styrofoam coffee cup. Olé! go the kids. OK, kids, today we have rare footage of lions eating a Christian taken by an amateur photographer at the Colosseum in 290 A.D. As the grainy, flickering footage appears on the studio monitor, Big Squirrel comes backstage to towel off. I approach Big Squirrel at the Pepsi machine. Big Squirrel, you are the world’s most formidable master of Tiger and Crane style kung fu. Walid Jumblatt’s Druse Militiamen are heading for the U.S.A. We need your lethal and balletic Tiger and Crane style kung fu to defeat and slaughter Walid Jumblatt’s Druse Militiamen. What is your answer? Big Squirrel stares mystically into his Pepsi. I hear the twang of a chest hair being plucked, he says. (What Big Squirrel say mean Big Squirrel help fight Walid Jumblatt’s Druse Militiamen.)


I’m dialing numbers frantically, fingers flying over push buttons in a blur, in my ear a crazy cacophony of electronic beeps. I’m getting places like Wales, Sterling Colorado, Vladivostok, Altamont Speedway, Barnes & Noble Annex, Nuremberg, Braintree Mass., and Biafra. I’m stirring a pitcher of Tanqueray martinis with one hand and sliding a tray of frozen clams oreganata into the oven with my foot. I’ve got a dozen cigarettes going simultaneously in ashtrays all over the apartment. God, these Methedrine suppositories that Yogi Vithaldas gave me are good! As I iron a pair of tennis shorts I dictate a haiku into the tape recorder and then dash off to snake a clogged drain in the bathroom sink and then do three minutes on the speedbag before making an origami praying mantis and then reading an article in High Fidelity magazine as I stir the coq au vin. These Methedrine suppositories are fantastic! I’m spinning through the apartment like a whirling dervish, finishing things I’d put off for months, cleaning the Venetian blinds, defrosting the freezer, translating The Ring of the Nibelung into Black English, gluing a model aircraft carrier together for my little son. I’m writing to my congressman, doing push-ups, changing a light bulb as I floss my teeth and feed my fish with one hand, balance my checkbook with the other and scratch my borzoi’s silky stomach with my big toe. The stimulatory effect of the suppositories is convulsive. I’m an exploding skeleton of kinetic vectors. I stand upon a peak in Darien like stout Cortez shouting I write the songs! I rupture into afterimages like the nude descending a staircase. Holographic clones of myself appear all over the apartment smoking cigarettes and drinking martinis. Where are the women, they chuckle. Mona arrives to borrow a cup of sugar. Quaaludes. Clothes shed. Gang bang. Death. Ambulance. Police. Apartment a mess. Next morning call maid. Maid arrives, drinks martinis, swallows goldfish, and vomits on little son. I take a deep breath…


The omens are inauspicious. In my haunted closet, mothballs mysteriously assemble into a triangle like a rack of billiard balls, my pants wriggle from their hangers and dance the cancan. Each night I have the same dream: I’m sitting on the john in the men’s room at Avery Fisher Hall—at the climax of Rimsky-Korsakov’s Scheherazade a swordfish flies up out of the toilet water and buries itself in my rectum, but when I look down into the bowl I find that in actuality I’ve defecated the missing 18-minute section of Watergate tape. Each morning I wake up on the ledge of a tall building gripping the concrete with white fingernails. In kindergartens and pediatric waiting rooms, young children greet each other with handshakes and eerily formal salutations. Whales throw themselves on the decks of whaling ships with interminable Schopenhauerian suicide notes pinned to their dorsal fins. The Puerto Rico Day parade is the largest in history, it is visible even to the astronauts who point excitedly from the porthole of their orbiting space shuttle, but tragedy strikes when the parade’s grand marshal Herman Badillo bludgeons himself to death with his own ceremonial scepter after learning that his mother’s gynecologist was aboard the ill-fated Korean jetliner flight #007. My mother wanders around the house like a member of the Manson family, saying “Maalox is groovy,” and when I ask her to explain she says that the mucilaginous remains of history’s cannibalized explorers from Magellan to David Rockefeller have collected in her stomach like wads of undigested chewing gum, giving her terrific heartburn, she says that she has a huge hair ball in her stomach made of the exquisitely flaxen underarm hair of Amelia Earhart. Cupping my ear to a bowl of Rice Krispies I hear German V-2 rockets falling on London Bridge. Unemployed laboratory mice laid off after cuts in federal research funding huddle in skid row alleyways guzzling miniature bottles of airline whiskey. When the president finds out that the astronauts left a new popularized version of the Bible on the moon instead of leaving the King James he is outraged. He calls an emergency meeting of the Girl Scouts and the Teamsters Union. In that Bible, he fumes, Delilah uses Nair on Samson’s head and Jesus Christ is crucified with Phillips-head screws and Krazy Glue. He makes the astronauts go back to the moon and switch Bibles. But there is another snafu and this time instead of leaving the King James Bible on the moon they leave Cecil Brown’s novel, The Life and Loves of Mr. Jiveass Nigger. Two elderly chimpanzees who, in the heyday of television documentaries about primate speech capacity, required sumptuous private dressing rooms with stars on the doors, now sit dejectedly in a Miami Beach Laundromat using sign language to bemoan their dwindling pensions and persistent hemorrhoids. Moving men hoist a Soviet-made antiaircraft rocket launcher into the third-floor window of a Beirut brownstone. Put it right next to the chifforobe, says Wali Assam, coyly raising her veil. Wali Assam is Beirut’s most celebrated sexual self-help authoress. Her latest volume, Liquidating the Zionist Entity in the Nude, is number one on the best-seller list. Please don’t make me move the chifforobe, says one of the workmen. Which one of you grungy hunks has the biggest muscle, she says, undulating the ruby in her navel. Don’t flirt with the workmen! bellows a stentorian voice that rattles the china. Who is that? demands Wali Assam. This is your kitchen drain speaking! Don’t flirt with the workmen! An enormous Caucasian fat man in plaid Bermuda shorts spraying Windex on the front windshield of a Datsun 280-Z with a Playboy rabbit dangling from the rearview mirror gets a cramp and calls out, Grandma! Grandma! Vultures circle above. The scene is worse at Bergdorf Goodman’s: frenzied women in estrus writhe on their bellies in the aisles, mooing, snorting, and ululating, clutching violently at their breasts and loins. In an effort to quell the feral cravings of the super-horny shoppers, Abolhassan Bengazzara, the reptilian sadist and Savak alumnus who commands the notorious Bergdorf Goodman’s internal security police, orders his men to load their weapons with darts containing powerful doses of Librium and testosterone. Me and Huck are trapped in a fitting room in the junior miss department. Every time one of us pokes his head out a dart comes whizzing by. You don’t want to get hit with one of those darts, says Huck, they’ll make you sleepy and your balls’ll swell up like muskmelons. During a lull in the shooting Huck goes foraging for food and returns with a bag of Famous Amos cookies, a pocketful of papaya jelly beans, and a box of frozen tortellini. Later by the campfire Huck reclines with his ukulele and sings love songs to his girlfriend in Hannibal. When ten-story radiation-spawned mutant leviathans rise from the bubbling slime of toxic cesspools, tossing their ophidian manes of napalm-spouting lymph tubes, the U.S. Air Force will shower them with hydrogen bombs but don’t cry, little love bug, after the mushroom cloud clears we’ll be eating cream of mushroom soup in Monte Carlo, where the manhole covers are embossed with champagne glasses & bubbles and the gendarmes are armed with party favors, croons Huck. Huck is heavily into a Bertolt Brecht/Barbra Streisand thing. Later we go to the Thalia and sit through a double feature of Mother Courage and Yentl. During the climactic scene in Yentl where Barbra Streisand eats 300 salted herrings to prove to the other rabbinical students that she is macho, Huck weeps uncontrollably and vomits.


That night Walid Jumblatt’s Druse Militiamen roll into town, gunning the engines of their Harley-Davidson 1200s, firing celebratory bursts from their Kalashnikov assault rifles into the sky, their flamboyant phosphorescent nylon djellabas streaming behind them like the wind-whipped ensigns of a buccaneer raiding ship as teenage girls, roused from their slumber by the pungent pheromones that waft from the armpits of the hell-bent Moslems on wheels, emerge from between their crisply creased sheets and pastel quilts, insert their diaphragms and plugs of spermicide, garnish their faces with cherry-red lipstick and lavender eye shadow, slip into tight capri pants, flimsy halter tops, and gem-studded slave bracelets, and flock somnambulantly to the local bar as if bitten by vampires.


Over decaffeinated espresso in his tersely appointed Gramercy Park apartment-cum-atelier, I chatted with Big Squirrel as he packed his valise in preparation for battle with the Druse Militiamen. Ball-bearing swivel nunchaku. Check. Black vinyl zippered nunchaku carrying case. Check. Ninja hood. Check. Ninja throwing stars. Check. Long-handled broadsword. Check. Butterfly knives. Check. Protective groin cup. Check. Big Squirrel executed a reverse aerial somersault onto the coffee table, scissoring my head between his knees. I involuntarily spit a hot stream of decaffeinated espresso into his lap. Our eyes met. It was a moment of intense spiritual communion. I want you to promise that if anything happens to me you’ll see that my wife gets this, Big Squirrel said, waving the protective groin cup in my face. Please repeat the aforementioned, Big Squirrel, the viselike grip of your knees is causing considerable static along my auditory nerve path in addition to cutting off the vital flow of blood to my cerebral cortex and thalamic receptor nodes. Big Squirrel relaxed his hold and reiterated his solemn request. Listen, man, I said, I love my country. And I swear to you, Big Squirrel, that if you fall in battle I will personally deliver this protective groin cup to your bereaved wife. Thank you, said Big Squirrel, it was given to me as a wedding present by my father-in-law, chief of the Poznaks—a moody and fiercely independent tribe which inhabits a coastal plateau of Northeastern Ethiopia. The tribal truss-maker fashioned it from the bony carapace of a mud turtle. The Poznaks are an ingeniously resourceful people who subsist entirely on hot dogs, using the frankfurter skins for clothing, mashing the minced filling along with manioc tubers to make the glutinous pulp which is the staple of their diet, decocting the juice of the frankfurter and using the psychotropic distillate in their shamanistic rituals, and dipping the sharpened points of ossified hot dogs in curare and shooting them from their blowguns. Their magnificent cave paintings of picnicking Poznaks, meticulously stippled in the red sticky sweat of hippopotami, anticipated the pointillism of Georges Seurat by thousands of years. The Poznaks taught me many esoteric and deadly styles of kung fu including the 5 Plum, the Phoenix Eye, and the Jade Claw, and also Deli Style kung fu. Big Squirrel sighed heavily and averted his eyes. When my wife left her people in Ethiopia and returned with me to the U.S.A. she was very homesick and cried for weeks and weeks. She was unable to acclimate herself to this culture. She became irritable and I often had to resort to my most powerful kung fu to subdue her tantrums. As time went on she became increasingly despondent, listless, and withdrawn. I’d come home and find her washing barbiturates down with tumblers full of whiskey. Her sadness was breaking my heart, it was murdering me. Finally, upon the advice of my cousin, chief of gastroenterology at Mount Sinai, I had my wife committed to the Chef Boy-Ar-Dee Institute of Psychiatry. There psychiatrists told me that it was essential that my wife eat tremendous amounts of Italian food if there was to be any hope of her ever leading a normal life. They said that since Mussolini’s invasion of Ethiopia they’d seen this condition in many of their Ethiopian patients. Throughout their formative years their parents ceaselessly revile Italian people and culture. The children in time come to associate their parents’ derogation of Italy with parental derogation of themselves, resulting in increasingly bitter episodes of masochistic self-appraisal and ultimately functional ego death. By gradually introducing small amounts of Italian food into the diet of an Ethiopian adult, the psychiatrists are exploiting precisely those crossed wires which are buried deeply in the associative processes of the patient who has a desperate subconscious need to eat and enjoy Italian cuisine, thereby correspondingly revivifying his or her own sense of self-worth. Because of the severity of my wife’s condition, doctors recommended a massive infusion of Italian food into her diet. Antipasto, pasta fagioli, and manicotti for breakfast. Ziti, ravioli, and chicken cacciatore for lunch. Fried calamari, stromboli, veal scaloppine, chicken parmigiana, and linguini in white clam sauce for dinner. And tremendous amounts of Chianti, Soave Bolla, espresso coffee, cannoli, and spumoni between meals. Tears welled in Big Squirrel’s eyes and rolled down his cheeks. I held him in my arms as I’d never held a man before. Hush now, Big Squirrel, I said softly, I’ll see that she gets the protective groin cup. I’ll see that she gets the protective groin cup. I’ll see that she gets the protective groin cup.…




OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
LITTLE, BROWN AND COMPANY





OEBPS/images/9780316591676.jpg
Edited 1Y
Rick Kisord

aERRATEL

its rare ue origmal yoices,

and Mark Leyner 15 e of them: So

treasure him already, you pastar 1
—GA YSHTEYNGART

R

Fareward by

Sam Lipsyte

THE MARK LEYNER ReADER





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
A
aHIMMERING,
aERRATED
MONSTER!

e MARK LEYNER reanes

Edited by Kick Kisenak

BBBBBBBBBBBB
NNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN

ooooooooooooooooooo





