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Advance Praise


“Alan Fishbone occasionally conjures the Roman poet Catullus (amid many subjects), and like that great role model he’s unafraid to explore the messy effluvia of life: wet coffee grounds on a wall, excreta, the smell of a musky goat. He’s also not afraid to explore the pain of betrayal. His voice in this collection of edgy, gritty encounters with life is interspersed with that of his scarred German friend, Dieter, to form a jangling, modernist counterpoint that’s highly addictive.”


— James Romm, author of The Sacred Band: Three Hundred Theban Lovers Fighting to Save Greek Freedom


“A devilish double pour of modern grit and love of antiquity, Alan Fishbone’s Animal is honest, fearless, and stunningly inventive.”


— Daniel Magariel, author of Walk the Darkness Down


“Boldly experimental in form, yet with enough narrative drive to hold the reader’s attention, Animal: Notes from a Labyrinth is a refreshingly challenging read. Author Alan Fishbone’s metatextual, frequently scatological novella will linger long in the memory of those bold enough to enter its labyrinth.”


— IndieReader


“Part novel, part essay, part travelogue of trips to Europe, New York, and South America, the book is also a letter addressed to Fishbone’s lover, referred to as ‘you.’ The writer looks into his own soul with brutal, crude honesty and asks the same of ‘you.’ Toggling between erudition and sexual fetishes and violence, the narrative is hard to stomach, beautiful, forgiving, and tender in equal measure, much the same way as looking in a mirror is liable to feel. Fishbone’s work is a courageous, curious, and experimental example for ‘you’ to follow.”


— Mari Carlson, U.S. Review of Books
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Tragedy is when I cut my finger.


Comedy is when you fall into an open sewer and die.


— Mel Brooks


FINGERIS AD RECTUM


— Horace









I


Begin in Berlin, with insomnia. I hadn’t slept for days, just lay there staring into the dark and listening to my ears ring, wishing I could turn off for a while, but that’s the thing with insomnia: the more frayed and exhausted you get, the more wired and awake. On the fourth morning, I dragged myself into the kitchen like a zombie, gasping and ravenous for coffee. The coffee machine was one of those screw-together two-piece mechanical espresso jobs, water on the bottom, coffee in the middle, collection chamber on top, a miniature steam engine. I filled it, turned on the stove, and sat down in an empty stupor. The wall seemed to dematerialize into a field of yellow pastel. At some point I realized the pot was gurgling, but when I went to pour a cup, it turned out I’d forgotten to put in the coffee, so the can was full of a jaundiced hot broth like something bled from an old radiator. It seemed to sum up my life at that moment. I should have just sat there and drank it.


For reasons unknown to me, since the apartment was a sublet and I’d never met the owner, there was a second coffee maker of the same type on a shelf above the sink. It was a bit more elaborate, with a handle and knob made of blond wood and a heavier, pedestal-like base that annoyed me. The machine seemed pretentious, a little over-designed, as if it were posing. I’d never used it, but now, since the other one was hot, I took this one down, filled it with water and coffee this time, screwed it together and set it on the stove to brew. Again I sat down. While waiting, I reached for the tarot deck that sat on the kitchen table. Time for the daily prognostication. I shuffled the cards and out popped the Devil card, number XV of the major arcana, in this deck depicted as a long-haired billy goat with flaming hooves and an inverted pentagram inscribed in the center of his horned forehead. He leered out with one malevolent eye from a gloomy gray background. Damn. The deck came with a little manual that explained the cards:


The Devil. Addiction, Negativity. XV


Though it may feel frightening when the devil appears in your reading, this card carries an urgent message and must be interpreted with total honesty. The darkness of the devil card takes the form of addiction, negativity, or materialism. It can indicate an ugly relationship with a person or a substance. Identify this dependency and know how it is holding you back. The devil’s hooves are strong and relentless. Their grip will not loosen until a conscious decision is made. Free Yourself.


I was pondering that when, with a sudden, strangely undramatic POP, the coffee pot exploded, jetting a scalding wet mud of coffee grounds in every direction, splattering me and all four walls of the kitchen with speckled, wet brown stains. It looked as if some malignant troll had sprayed the whole place with hot, gritty diarrhea. Shit! The kitchen was trashed, and I had to be out of the apartment in three days. The owner didn’t even know I was there. A friend of mine had sublet it and had to leave early, so she lent it to me, asking me just “be careful.” No problem, I’d assured her; what could happen? She still had a thousand-euro security deposit riding. By now, the first pot was cool, so I picked it up, filled it one more time, then sat back down with my face and hair full of mud to wait for that goddamned cup of coffee.









II


I was drinking the coffee and picking stray grounds from my beard and hair, groggily searching the internet for ways to clean the walls. According to my research, I just had to find a Mr. Clean Magic Eraser, which would whisk the coffee stains off the walls like nothing. Numerous cleaning bloggers were on record as to the eraser’s amazing properties, and the corporate blurb was compelling. “To discover the cleaning possibilities, simply take a swipe. Its water-activated micro-scrubbers reach into the surface grooves, lifting away built-up grease and soap scum … Before long, you’ll be back to the things you love in a brighter, cleaner space.” That was what I wanted: back to the things I loved in a brighter, cleaner space. Like a kind of miniature salvation.


In Germany, Mr. Clean, with his white eyebrows and earring, was called Meister Proper, and the magic eraser a Schmutzradierer, or “dirt eraser.” Already my expectations were diminishing; no magic, and Mr. Clean under an uptight alias. He didn’t sound like a get-the-job-done-type gangster anymore. More like some anal-compulsive accountant. And the Schmutzradierer turned out to be totally ineffective against the coffee stains. Apparently, they were too ingrained in the wall for the micro-scrubbers to reach in and lift them away. So it looked like I would have to repaint the room, and time was running short.


My next stop was the Bauhaus, a hardware superstore, where I explained in my limited German to an officious, Himmler-like man at the paint counter how my coffee machine had exploded, and Meister Proper failed me. He was wearing a white lab coat and looked at me through his spectacles with a mixture of sympathy and disapproval that I had come to think of as the national emotion of Germany. He clicked his tongue and shook his head. How could I have been so naive as to think that a mere sponge could remove coffee stains? First, he informed me, I would have to paint over the stains with a thick and toxic base layer or the stains would re-emerge through whatever else I put over them, no matter how many coats I might try. Even this base could require two coats and each one a full day to dry. And furthermore, he intoned, this stuff was poisonous, very bad. I must not even think of using it without correct ventilation. I must open every window in the house. Did I understand? He said all of this in a low, authoritative murmur, with apparently little confidence that I would understand, like a trainer trying to teach a dog to play chess. Fuck him, I thought. I bought what I needed and went home. But Himmler was right. After a few hours applying the base coat in bad ventilation, I had to get out of the apartment. The fumes were giving me a headache and making me dizzy at the same time. So I headed down to the Trinkteufel to have a beer and think things over.









III


Sitting again in the Trinkteufel, which means “Drink Devil” in German, staring down into a glass mug of beer, a ring of white foam fringing the yellow liquid like cobwebs. It looks like the piss it will become, I thought, maybe I’m drinking piss, cycling beer into urine at the rate of roughly six euros an hour. Couldn’t I just pee into my own mouth and save myself the trouble? Man walks into a bar …


The last time I’d been in this place, a couple of days disappeared. I blacked out and woke up in a freezing wooden caravan parked in a dirt lot near Goerlitzer Park. My fingernails were painted dark green, and my beard was stiff with a strange crust. A large form was snoring next to me, hidden under a pile of blankets and clothing. I slipped out without investigating further. I later realized I’d been unconscious for thirty-six hours. Perhaps I’d been drugged and abducted by a yeti?


The bar hadn’t changed much. A large gold skull with a pair of spindly antlers hung above the bar like a trophy moose head. Dozens of other skeleton and skull knick-knacks dangled from the walls and ceiling, giving the place the feel of a permanent Halloween party in an underworld rivered with booze. German metal swirled at low volume through the blue, cigarette-fogged air. It was about three in the afternoon.


The door swung open, and a pair of stocky, bald punks stumbled in with a matted gray dog at the end of a rope. Dressed in black, with massive skulls and meaty faces, tattooed hands and necks, rings and studs lining ear, eyebrow, lip, and nostril. They sat down to my left and ordered rum and Cokes in that classic German baritone that seems to come from somewhere behind the sternum, well below the vocal cords, rumbling from depths of tracheal mud and viscera. The Coke must be Coca-Cola Zero, they specified, perhaps for a tinge of nihilistic symbolism. They didn’t seem to be dieting. Shots of green Chartreuse as well, a viscous perfume served in miniature martini glasses which they knocked back immediately, pinkies raised daintily high in the air, then lit cigarettes and resumed their conversation about the band S.O.S., drei mal kurz, drei mal lang, drei mal kurz. Save Our Souls. Two men walk into a bar …


More people drifted in, mostly dressed in black. A fat albino-pale girl with purple hair, jumbo safety pin crosswise through her nose like a bone. A Turk with a thick moustache and a few days’ beard coating his sallow cheeks. The two to my left kept at it. In the space of half an hour, they drank three rum and Cokes and shots while their dog lay listless on the floor like a heap of filthy rags. Quickly hammered, one, now standing and swaying slightly on his feet, calls the other, “Du, Arschloch!” You asshole! They both laugh, a gravelly, mucus-shuffling laugh that explodes into a classic smoker’s hack, wheezing and sputtering. The one standing bends over and coughs so hard I almost expected to see a lung come bubbling out of his mouth. But he rights himself, pink-faced and gasping, and orders another round. Something about the bar and the coughing punk reminded me of a joke, like a biker tattoo come alive: a skeleton walks into a bar and says gimme a beer and a mop.


I felt a tap on my shoulder.


“Hast du Feuer, Mann?” I heard.


I turned my head without looking up and saw a pair of vintage ostrich-skin cowboy boots, pointed and pimpled with quill stumps, a worn-out, scuffled black verging into gray. I looked up and took in the rest of him: a threadbare gray suit jacket over a darker gray hoodie bearing the skull and crossbones logo of the St. Pauli football team, the hood rumpled and bunched at the back of his neck. The head was clean-shav-en, almost entirely hairless except for two tufts of white or gray or blond hair parked like a pair of caterpillars above nervous blue eyes. He looked at me expectantly.


“I got fire,” I said. “You got a smoke?” I handed him a box of matches that sat in front of me on the bar.


“Ja, man. Where there’s fire there’s smoke. Don’t you Americans say this?”


“Yeah, but usually the other way around.”


“I know, but these days everything is backwards, no? The cart is in front of the horse.”


“OK. I’m Alan.”


“Dieter. Danke.”


Dieter sat down on the stool next to me and fished two cigarettes from a crumpled blue pack reading NIL on its front in white block letters. Nothing in Latin. A brand of cigarettes called nothing. Seemed appropriate. He handed me one as the bartender came over, a short, wiry punk of about fifty with platinum hair glued up and out in radiant spokes like a halo.


“Doppel Vodka, Mann, kein Eis,” said Dieter.


The bartender brought back his drink and set it on the bar. It looked like a glass of water.


“Prost,” Dieter said. We clinked glasses. He lifted his to his mouth, drained it in one throat-bobbling slug and immediately called for another, then lit our cigarettes, sucking at his like a condemned man awaiting execution. His eyelids closed and flickered as the cigarette ember throbbed red and crept up toward the filter.


“My father just died, man,” he exhaled, a mixture of smoke and words, “ninety-four fucking years old. Well, it was a couple of weeks ago, but that’s still now, right? I thought that old Kackwurst was going to live forever. Just keep getting more dry until he disappears into a pile of shit and ashes.”


“Oh. Sorry to hear that,” I said, blandly. I didn’t know what else to say.


“Ja. No big deal, man. No pain. I didn’t talk to him for like twenty years. He was a mean old guy. Like five people showed up to his funeral, and one of them was the postman, probably because he gave him a schnapps on his birthday. You believe that? Whatever, man, you die like you live. He was a miserable old Nazi douche bag. I love this word ‘douche bag.’” He said it again, puckering his lips as he savored the word.


“Wow. I never heard anyone say that here about his own family before. But I guess it must be true of some people, no?”


“Not some people. Everybody my age, man. If not their father, then their grandfather or their uncle. We all have dead bodies in the basement. But who gives a shit? I’m sick of it.”


His second drink arrived.


“What? Dead bodies in the basement? You mean like that cannibal guy? I didn’t know it was so common.”


“Oh, no. It’s just a saying. It means like to have a dirty secret. Like papa was a Nazi. Opening a can of worms, maybe?”


“Oh, yeah. No. We say to have a skeleton in the closet. The can of worms is something else. A skeleton in the closet is the dirty secret one. How is it in German?”


“Eine Leiche im Keller haben. Leiche is a dead body. Except, here sometimes it’s really true, man, like our national cannibal guy you said, but he had his Leiche in the freezer, not a fucking metaphor. He was making schnitzels out of the guy’s ass, 300 grams at a time, weighing the pieces for his diet. Germany, man, so fucked up. Everything looks so normal, but it’s all bullshit. Germany is like a strict, asshole schoolteacher—everything proper and rules—then at night he goes out like a transvestite and wants to get beaten and shit on, and a fucking zucchini stuck in his ass. To me this is Germany and Europe, man. One overeducated queer guy eating another one in a big, rotting house. This was even the name of the town. Rottenburg.”


“Well, America’s no paradise either, man. Don’t feel too bad. Actually, I think Germans and Americans have a lot in common. Slavery, genocide, hot dogs. We had our own cannibal too. Not quite as refined as your guy, but still. Did you hear about that?”


“No, man. Really?”


“Yeah, in Florida. But like I said, very different from your guy. No classical music and Shiraz. This was way more violent and sudden. He took some bad drugs, something called ‘bath salts.’ Well, that’s what the cops said. Maybe drugs weren’t involved at all, but it’s more reassuring to think that than that people just spontaneously explode into rabid cannibal zombies. Anyway, guy gets into his car to go home, and it wouldn’t start. He flips out and abandons the car, starts walking along the highway. In Florida, during the hottest part of the day, when anyone who can is hiding out in air-conditioning. Or at the beach. No other way. That heat will make your ears ring. He strips his clothes off, one piece at a time, throwing them away until he’s completely naked, still walking along the road with a Bible in his hand and screaming obscenities. Then he starts ripping up the Bible and throwing it around like confetti. Guess he’s having a bad day. A couple of alarmed motorists call it in to the cops, but they’re a little slow to respond. Understandably. At this point it’s just some naked tramp ripping up a Bible on the highway. No big deal, right? You can imagine them thinking let the fucking idiot sunburn his black ass for a while before they get off their own fat, white ones. But then he runs across some old, white homeless guy near a parking lot building where he’s been sleeping. Homeless guy’s about sixty-five, with scruffy white hair and a beard. It’s like a movie. Two guys just walking past each other in this empty American strip-mall landscape with the blinding sunlight splashing white off everything. Nobody else around. Then, all of a sudden, the naked one pounces on the other one, starts pummeling the hell out of him, knocks him to the ground and strips HIS clothes off, so now they’re both naked. Then he bites into the guy’s face. Bites a chunk of his cheek off, chews it up and fucking eats it. Keeps biting pieces off and chewing them. He’s eating the guy’s face! Can you believe that? Straight out of the newspaper, the Miami Herald, and all over the internet. Somebody saw it and called the cops and finally one shows up, but not before he’s chewed half the man’s face off, including both his eyes. How the fuck do you bite out someone’s eyes? The cop pulls his gun and yells ‘Freeze!’ The guy looks up with a mouth full of dribbling blood and meat, snarls like an animal, and goes right back to feeding on the victim’s head. So the cop shot him, five bullets, killed him instantly. The homeless guy survived, but he’s blind and most of his face is gone. Paper said, ‘eighty percent of his face above the beard.’ I guess the beard didn’t taste good. He’s going to need a full face transplant. The biggest problem was to keep his head from getting infected. A doctor they consulted said the human mouth is basically filthy. There’s even photos of the guy afterwards, with his eye sockets plugged up and covered with some kind of skin graft and a gaping hole of yellow cartilage and scabbed blood where his nose used to be. When he was able to talk, he told police the attacker accused him of stealing his Bible, then said he was going to rape him. He said, ‘You’re going to be my wife, and this is going to be a lover’s concerto,’ which he began singing. It was a pop hit from the sixties. Starts off ‘How gentle is the rain …’” You’ve probably heard it. It’s unbelievable!”



OEBPS/images/title.jpg
% || -m':'”“" ":/,.
TR .,..‘.,' %" =






OEBPS/images/half.jpg
ANIMAL





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
ALAN FISHBONE





