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What people are saying about


Too Fat to go to the Moon


This is for another work, “Nixon In Space”, but I think Mr. Lethem would agree, “Too Fat to go to the Moon” is just as good as “Nixon In Space”, but with the added selling point of featuring public masturbation.


In the annals of baseball, statistics-freaks love talking about the players who came up from the minors and got a single hit, or two, then retired with a batting average of a thousand. (I think I read once of a guy who went 3-for-3 on his sole day in the bigs, the Ty Cobb of one-day-wonders.) Or the pitcher who struck out the only batter he ever faced. Well, I was once party to the writing equivalent—mystery-man Rob McCleary, who offered up one perfect fluttering knuckleball of a short story, “Nixon in Space,” then seemingly evaporated. You can barely even Google up evidence the thing existed, apart from a few LiveJournal pages. The reason I know about it is I was once upon a time a regular contributor to CRANK! Magazine, the now-itself-forgotten venue where McCleary offered up his gem, which humbled those of us prematurely jaded veterans who thought we had better stuff than the rookies. The story is exuberant and rageful, political and eccentric, relevant and timeless. If you wrote “Nixon In Space” or its equivalent fifty times you’d be George Saunders or Donald Barthelme. Do it just once and you’re Rob McCleary, I guess.


Jonathan Lethem, author of Fortress of Solitude
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Also by Rob McCleary


Nixon in Space








Chapter 1


This is a story about America, and jerking off, not necessarily in that order. It is the story of the Van Kruup family, of whom (full disclosure) I am a member. We were a very important family in America, back when there was still an America to be an important family in. Kennedy important. Rockefeller important. America (if you missed the memo) is no more. The jerking off, in proud, patriotic, flag-saluting towns and cities across what used to be America, I must assume, continues apace (those who cannot remember the past).
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This is a story about America, or what’s left of it (the parts we didn’t sell to the Chinese) and jerking off. It is a memoir. By a President (sort of): I was President of the parts of America we didn’t sell to the Chinese to pay to put the Statue of Liberty and the Empire State Building into space. I was once President of the Remaining States of America. I was once the King of New York (hold that thought). I was once the sole heir to the Van Kruup family fortune. Which was founded on jerking off (full circle).
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The Van Kruup family was an important family in America back when there was still an America to be an important family in. Unlike the Kennedys or the Rockefellers we were not important by virtue of anything we accomplished or contributed. We were important simply by virtue of our fortune: we had tons and tons and tons of money. And in America, once upon a time, that was virtue enough.


The extended Van Kruup family all lived off The Van Kruup Family Trust (all caps) which was Frankensteined out of the Van Kruup family fortune. The Van Kruup family fortune was founded on coal, oil, steel, railroads, jerking off, and garbage, not necessarily in that order. Garbage: putting it into space. In rockets. Jerking off: by a midget (or, if you prefer: “little person”) dressed in period costume - Napoleon, Kaiser Wilhelm II, Julius Caesar, Henry VIII. That’s how our fortune got started: jerking off. Then Father invested the entire contents of The Van Kruup Family Trust in the Funk Market. And the Funk Market crashed. So we were broke. So I had to get a job: jerking off. For paying audiences. For the Kennedys and the Rockefellers. Dressed in period costume: Napoleon, Kaiser Wilhelm II, Julius Caesar, Henry VIII(those who cannot remember the past).
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This is a story about America and the Van Kruups. America is no more. The Van Kruups are no more. The Rockefellers live and work in the orbiting Empire State Building. Last I heard, the Kennedys had taken to the ocean in JFK’s sailing yacht “Manitou” to become a savage, sea-raiding people, pillaging the New England coast and forcing their conquered, vassal subjects to play touch football until they are dead in a sick form of tribute. Most of America got sold to the Chinese. Then the Van Kruups lost every penny in the Great Funk Crash (all caps).


America was destroyed by Trees (capital “T”). Before Trees destroyed America, trying to guess what would destroy America was a national obsession. We were a paranoid, twitchy bunch. The details of our paranoid obsessions changed with the times. We thought thermonuclear war would destroy America. We thought terrorist attacks would destroy America. We thought Ebola would destroy America. We did not think Trees would destroy America. Trees destroyed America. Trees everywhere. A plague of Trees. Sprouting up through our interstates. Short circuiting and stripping our high tension power lines with their flailing, upreaching branches. Burrowing down into the earth with their roots and strangling our sewers and water mains. And it all happened in a single night. The night I was crowned King of New York (hold that thought). Trees destroyed our shopping malls, our highways, our airports runways. All transportation infrastructure: gone, useless, destroyed. Every city or village not located on a navigable body of water is now defunct. Buffalo, on the Erie canal, is booming. Indianapolis, trapped on the arid prairie, is kaput. Indianapolis is now “The Lost City of Indianapolis”. Like “The Lost City of Atlantis”, which sunk in the ocean and was covered in water. Except The Lost City of Indianapolis was deluged by Trees. Your best bets to get around in America today: canoe, Presidential sailing yacht “Manitou”, or dog travois. In conclusion: Trees destroyed America.


[image: ]


Trees destroyed America and the Great Funk Crash destroyed The Van Kruup Family Trust and with it the Van Kruup family. We could no more live without the protective bubble of our fortune than we could walk on the surface of the moon without a space suit. We had no practical skills. We had one practical skill: professional rich asshole. But drop the “rich” out of that equation and all you’re left with is “professional asshole” (I did the math). That’s not entirely true. I had one marketable skill, but I did not discover it until after Funky Friday (the day the Funk Market cratered). I had one practical skill which would save me after the Van Kruup family fortune was demolished and Trees destroyed America and “catamite” became a viable occupation: masturbating, in period costume, dressed as Napoleon, Kaiser Wilhelm II, Julius Caesar, and Henry VIII.


First there was the Great Funk Crash, the Trees came after. In fairness to the Trees, America was kaput a long time before they became the period at the end of the violent, chaotic, rambling run-on sentence that was American history. By the time the Trees showed up, we were broke and had sold Texas, New Mexico, Nevada, Missouri, Kansas, Oklahoma, Michigan and Wisconsin to the Chinese to pay to put the Empire State Building and the Statue of Liberty in space (and here I purse my lips and raise a single finger in the air, the international gesture for “I’ll get there eventually”). When the Trees made their move, unless you had a canoe, a dog travois, a Presidential sailing yacht once owned by JFK and restored with a painstaking eye to detail like the Kennedys, or were prepared to walk across half a continent barefoot like Johnny Fucking Appleseed, you were pretty much stuck wherever you were the moment the Trees took over. I got stuck in Albany. In New York State. Where I had just been crowned King of New York. With my twin Irish wolf hounds, Romulus and Remus. And the Duke of Indianapolis. Who, I guess, is now technically The Duke of the Lost City of Indianapolis.
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It would be difficult to over dramatize America’s death spiral. Even before Trees took over I managed to get elected Vice President of the Remaining States of America. Then I was appointed President of the Remaining States of America. I wasn’t qualified to be President. I wasn’t qualified to be Vice President, and the Vice President doesn’t have to be qualified to do anything. Then I was crowned King of New York. I didn’t even want to be President. I didn’t want to be Vice President. I was eager to give the “King of New York” thing a try, but Trees had other plans. The Trees made their move the night of my coronation. Where did the Trees come from? I do not know. After I took the oath of office for President I was shown many things only the President is ever shown. I was taken to Roswell Air Force Base on Marine One, the President’s official helicopter and shown the UFOs (plural) that crashed there and the bodies of their presumably extra-terrestrial pilots. I shook hands with Sasquatch beneath the moonlight under the rotunda of the Jefferson Memorial in Washington DC. I was helicoptered to Greenbrier, the secret underground government bunker where I would be taken in the event of a global thermonuclear war. What were we supposed to do while we were hunkered down in Greenbrier waiting for the radiation to decay down to levels where humans could once again return to the surface of the earth? Greenbrier offered free soft drinks, and free pinball. Considering I was told by my Chiefs of Staff that it would take one thousand years following a global thermonuclear war for radiation to decay to levels where humans could once again return to the earth’s surface, I am forced to conclude that’s an awful lot of soft drinks and pinball.
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Before I was appointed President by Congress, when I was still just a lowly Vice-President, I was told I would be transported to Greenbrier if America ever reached DEFCON 4 (all caps) - a condition of military readiness with (if memory serves) the underpants soiling caption of “Imminent Nuclear War” (or was DEFCON 1 “Imminent Nuclear War?”). There were colors to go along with each armpit dampening lurch forwards towards global thermonuclear war. The end of the world was color-coded. I don’t remember what the colors meant. I just remember one of the colors was “blue”. Which does not help me remember what “blue” meant in terms of our descent into a global thermonuclear war where the living would envy the dead. And I don’t think the color scheme would have helped the American people. If I told you, as President, in a special prime-time emergency address that our chance of being vaporized in a nuclear holocaust in which the living envy the dead was “blue”, I think you might be understandably puzzled. I probably should’ve paid better attention in the meetings with the Joint Chiefs of Staff. But I figured it was information I would need only if I became President. And I figured my chances of becoming President were about as close to zero as was mathematically possible. I assumed me becoming President would involve some sort of post DEFCON 1 (DEFCON 4? Blue? Yellow? Orange? Purple?) scenario. I figured it would involve a “living envying the dead” scenario. And I figured if it was a “living envying the dead” scenario, then the living who were envying the dead would have other things on their minds than puzzling over whether DEFCON 1, DEFCON 4, blue, yellow, green or fucking paisley meant “all clear” or “prepare to see your entire family reduced to cigarette ash in the nano second before your eyes are liquefied and run down your cheeks from the heat blast of a thermonuclear detonation”. But becoming Vice President did not involve a nuclear holocaust. It did not even involve one-third of America crashing and bleeding out during an Ebola outbreak. It was not even a post “most of the mega-fauna on the planet choked to death by toxic clouds following an asteroid strike” scenario. It was a post-Trees scenario. Which as far as I can remember, was not covered in the whole DEFCON system.
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I do not know where the Trees came from. I was as surprised as anyone when, on the night of my coronation as the King of New York, the Trees sprouted up, clogging our highways, upheaving our railroad lines, turning our airport runways into forests of mature oak, elm, and maple. After the Trees (AT) everyone was more or less stuck wherever they were Before the Trees (BT). America was once again a traverse-less, terrifying wilderness full of hostile Indian tribes, ravenous wild beasts, and outlaws. And Chinese. We sold the Chinese Texas, New Mexico, Nevada, Missouri, Kansas, Oklahoma, Michigan and Wisconsin. So when the Trees took over, the Chinese were trapped in Texas, New Mexico, Nevada, Missouri, Kansas, Oklahoma, Michigan and Wisconsin. I was trapped in Albany, the former capital of New York State. On the Empire State Plaza, the collection of buildings that make up the state capital. On a hill overlooking the Hudson River to the east. The buildings of the Empire State Plaza are hideous, brutal, concrete, Stalinist. The names of the buildings that compose the complex evoke all the romance of production quotas for Soviet Collective Farms: The Cultural Education Center, The Justice Building, Agency Building Number One, Agency Building Number Two, Agency Building Number Three, and Agency Building Number Four. And The Egg. Where I live.
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The Egg: where I live. Where I was crowned King of New York. They claim it looks like an egg. It does not look like an egg. It looks like a scrotum. An enormous concrete ballsack. The ballsack of someone doing a hand stand in the zero gravity of the orbiting Empire State Building or the orbiting Statue of Liberty. Inside the Egg I tap away on my memoir. I believe it is important for significant public figures to write their memoirs: Kings and Presidents. I was both. Technically I may well still be. No messenger pigeon with a note strapped to its skinny pigeon leg has arrived at the Empire State Plaza telling me otherwise. No person has emerged breathless and wild-eyed from the woods to hand me a letter telling me my services as King of New York are no longer required. Those are the two main means of middle-distance communication now that the Trees have destroyed all the telephone and electrical wires: hand delivery and homing pigeon. Everyone scampered the night of my coronation, a year ago, give or take: the night the Trees took over. Understandable. Trees taking over your country in a single night seems like a textbook definition of “force majeure”. Now I am alone in Albany with my Irish wolf hounds Romulus and Remus. I have no councilors or sycophants to advise me (I was so looking forward to having my very own sycophants!). I have no royal subjects to rule sagely over. If I ever do manage to locate my royal subjects I will decree an immediate inquiry into the efficacy of using smoke signals for all royal correspondence. I believe it is precisely the sort of wise, far seeing thing a monarch would do. An enormous technological advance in a time of great darkness. Like developing Carolingian Miniature Script, or introducing the Napoleonic Code of Law. That’s how badly the Trees kneed us in the balls: smoke signals are now a major technological leap forward.
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This is a memoir, not a history. I can only tell you what I experienced directly. I am going to type out what I experienced directly. On a manual typewriter I found in the basement of the Cultural Education Center. On a ream of typewriter paper I found in the basement of Agency Building Number Two. There was only one manual typewriter in the basement of the Cultural Education Center. There was only one ream of typewriter paper in the basement of Agency Building Number Two. If the typewriter breaks down, when the paper is all used up, when the typewriter ribbon finally fades to the point of illegibility, that will be the end of my memoir. So I will attempt to be as brief and factual as possible. Because the manual typewriter I found in the basement of the Cultural Education Center has definitely seen better days. And if I had to guess, I would guess those days were probably during the Eisenhower administration. But that is speculation, and I have decided this work will be one of facts, and direct personal experience. Like shaking hands with Sasquatch beneath the moonlight under the rotunda of the Jefferson Memorial in Washington DC. And jacking off for the Kennedys. Dressed as Kaiser Wilhelm II, complete with pickelhaube.
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I do not know how long this typewriter ribbon will last. I do not know the difference between a memoir and an autobiography. Other than the fact that “memoir” sounds more impressive than the rather didactic sounding “autobiography”. If I had a dictionary I could look it up. Fact:there is not a single dictionary in the library of the Cultural Education Center. Fact: there is not a single style guide in the library of the Cultural Education Center. Fact: I do not know if the plural of “Kennedy” is “Kennedys”, “Kennedies”, or “Kennedy’s”. Fact: this typewriter has been ridden hard and put away wet. By some maniac from the Eisenhower administration. How do I know they were a maniac? Fact: the punctuation on the typewriter. The question mark sticks and the exclamation point is worn down to a nub. Whoever used this typewriter before me rained down holy hell on that poor, defenseless question mark and that poor underserving exclamation point. Who wears out the question mark and exclamation point before everything else? (and here I pause to unstick the question mark key). I do not have a dictionary, but for some reason the word “fulmination” comes to mind. The word “screed” pops into my head. Some lifelong body of work of Questions Asked? Questions Answered! But the upper-case letters tend to jam in the ribbon from overuse, so I assume it was QUESTIONS ASKED? QUESTIONS ANSWERED!!! But that is all speculation, on a rapidly ghosting typewriter ribbon. Fact: the dollar symbol on this typewriter is in mint condition.
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Fact: we sold most of America to the Chinese, but we sold New York State to the Japanese. The Japanese weren’t interested in any part of America that wasn’t New York. So we sold them New York. We sold them New York and then we put the Empire State Building and the Statue of Liberty in space: in orbit, going around and around and around the earth. The Japanese were not impressed that we put the Empire State Building and the Statue of Liberty in space. They figured they had bought the Empire State Building and the Statue of Liberty when they bought New York State. So we gave them the USS Iowa as a sort of consolation prize. The USS Iowa had been used to shell Japan in the Second World War. So now the Japanese are using the USS Iowa to shell Albany and the Empire State Plaza: The Cultural Education Center, The Justice Building, Agency Building One, Agency Building Two, Agency Building Three, Agency Building Four. And The Egg. Where I live. Those who cannot remember the past?
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Direct personal experience: I am living in The Egg, in Albany, and getting shelled by the Japanese with the 16-inch guns of the USS Iowa. This is life AT (After Trees). Fact: America was not ended by thermonuclear war, asteroid strike or Ebola outbreak. It was ended by Trees. We spent a great deal of time and mental energy on worst case scenarios. Worst case scenarios like wandering around an incinerated, irradiated America in tattered rags searching abandoned shopping centers for canned goods while dodging gangs of meth-fueled homicidal sodomites. We thought it would be a world of avoiding being raped, tortured, and left for dead by escaped criminals, biker gangs, and bugeyed survivalists. Turns out that’s just Ohio.


If you predicted Ohio would descend into an Old Testament nightmare inhabited primarily by slave gangs of catamites you would have been correct. If I had predicted my life after the apocalypse would include being shelled by the Japanese with the 16-inch guns of the USS Iowa, I would’ve been correct. I did not predict being shelled by the Japanese with the 16-inch guns of the USS Iowa. As President, I did not single out “Trees” as the greatest threat to the American way of life. Trees destroyed all the things which made modern industrial life at times almost maddeningly predictable: advanced medical science, antibiotics, vaccines, access to potable drinking water. America is now the land of polio, cholera, and children dying slow, lingering deaths after stepping on a rusty nail. The Trees were far more effective than any terrorist attack at sweeping away the gossamer thin protection of the modern globalized, outsourced life. We all instantly became, not by choice, makers. Except nobody in America knew how to make anything above the level of summer camp crafting: birch bark wallets and God’s Eyes made with popsicle sticks and discarded yarn. We had long ago lost all the practical skills that made America into America. All those tasks, we figured, was why God made the Chinese.
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Whether or not I am still a King or a President or both or neither does not matter anymore to me. I never really wanted to be either. I am a small man with small dreams: to live long enough to finish my memoir, and to demolish the abomination that is the Empire State Plaza. With the help of the Japanese and the 16-inch guns of the USS Iowa. The USS Iowa is cruising up and down the Hudson River with a major frowny face for any sign that anyone is living rent-free in the state they purchased. The USS Iowa is so huge they cannot turn it around in the Hudson River. They can only sail forward and reverse, like a very fat man who is unable to turn around in a bath tub. Which only seems to add to their overall level of white-hot, impotent rage. Any sign of human habitation sends them apoplectic. They have a particular hard-on for campfires. I have learned to use this to my advantage. I am burning car tires in the buildings of the Empire State Plaza. My efforts are part demolition project, part workout routine: hauling tires up twenty flights of stairs in Agency Building Number One and dousing them with diesel fuel and setting them alight. The timing has to be just right: too early in the evening and the tires burn out before the gun spotters on the USS Iowa can target them. Too late in the evening and they’ll catch me up there with the burning tires, frantically taking the stairs back down three at a time to get out of the line of fire. Once I got the hang of it I moved on to Agency Buildings Two, Three, and Four. So far the results are mixed, leaving the concrete buildings looking like four teenagers with bad teeth and horrifying acne, but still very much intact and standing. Still, it’s an improvement.
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I once was the King of New York. Now I am stuck in Albany, trying desperately to remember the past for my memoir, which I am writing in The Egg. The Egg is divided neatly in half: two separate theaters, their stages back to back in the center of the space, each facing directly away from the other like two men preparing to pace off for a duel. I write my memoir on a manual typewriter on a desk on one stage. I sleep on a folding cot on the other. Making me feel like I’m enacting two separate, Andy Warhol-inspired pieces of open-ended performance art: “Man Sleeping”, “Man Writing Memoir”. Both for non-existent audiences. Which I feel only adds to the overall authenticity of the project. When not writing or sleeping I walk around the Empire State Plaza looking up at the Trees, dodging bears, wolves and hormonally overcharged stags, hoping something will jog my memory of life BT. But there’s a big part of me that doesn’t want my memory jogged. Because one of those memories is of losing my big brother Jackson. And another is losing my Uncle Roo. And they are the only two people who ever paid attention to me. And the idea that I am now completely alone in the world, save trees, bears, wolves, stags and the Japanese with white-hot tears of rage running down their faces aboard the USS Iowa is overwhelming. And every time I sit down at my manual typewriter, in The Egg, in Albany, I am reminded of this fact. I am forced to face the reality that at this time, playing whack-a-mole with the 16-inch guns of the now Japanese owned and operated USS Iowa is the main source of human interaction in my life.
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I was (am?) America’s first dalliance with royalty (Kennedys aside). The Duke of Indianapolis will dispute this, of course, but there’s no way to dispute his dispute. For all I know he’s just some guy who showed up at the coronation looking for free food and beer. Fact checking, AT, is basically impossible. Everyone, by default, is who they claim to be. Which is why someone showing up at the coronation of the King of New York claiming to be the Duke of Indianapolis is both utterly ridiculous and oddly reassuring at the same time. Why would anyone who was not the Duke of Indianapolis claim to be the Duke of Indianapolis? What was I supposed to do, check his driver’s license? Besides, to get to Albany from Indianapolis even before the systemic collapse of America he had to cross Ohio, then known as the Land of Meth Fueled Homicidal Sodomites (which, incidentally, I think would look much better on their license plates than “First in Aviation”). I couldn’t very well just turn him away. And his timing was impeccable: showing up the day of the night the Trees took over. Did my coronation cause the Trees to take over? It didn’t seem, in the eyes of my guests at least, that I was entirely above suspicion. I tried dropping broad hints that the Duke of Indianapolis suddenly appearing out of nowhere that very day might be the real cause of our natural disaster, but no one really bought it. After the Trees everyone mostly just wanted to get home. Understandable. Except they did not have canoes. Not a single guest had had the foresight to bring a dog travois. To save him a return journey across the Land of Meth Fueled Sodomites, I lent the Duke of Indianapolis the official Presidential helicopter: Marine One. Him and all the other guests we could cram safely in the helicopter took off from the roof of The Egg, last-chopper-out-of-Saigon-style. He was supposed to oversee ferrying the other guests to their home towns before returning Marine One to me in Albany (presumably with a full tank of gas? I’m not entirely sure how helicopter borrowing etiquette works). The Duke of Indianapolis did not return Marine One to Albany. Ergo I am stuck in Albany. From the moment I met him, I had a strong, sneaking suspicion the Duke of Indianapolis was an asshole.
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