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Acclaim for Mark Leyner’s
ET TU, BABE


“Mark Leyner is a very funny man who has written a very twisted book.”

—The New York Times Book Review




“Faster than MTV and a hundred times better for you.”

—Boston Globe




“He wields hyperbole like a ninja master, slashing his way to the funny bone.”

—New York Daily News




“The literary love child of a bizarre ménage à trois of William S. Burroughs, Hunter S. Thompson, and Mark Twain … a brilliant comic mind.”

—L.A. Reader




“A tightly packed serving of wickedly insane humor … funny, inventive stuff.”

—Chicago Sun-Times




“[Et Tu, Babe] is funny and infernally shrewd about the workings of American culture.”

—The New York Times Magazine




“A romp through the data-choked landscape of Leyner’s delightfully twisted mind.”

—Entertainment Weekly




“Hilariously deranged … Mark Leyner doesn’t simply skewer celebrity megalomania, he runs it through a nuclear-powered Cuisinart and creates a molecularly altered postmodern burlesque.”

—Cleveland Plain Dealer
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June 6, 1993
Hoboken

Dear Marty Asher,

As you know, I am not your average author. I dress like an off-duty cop: leather blazer, silk turtleneck, tight sharply creased slacks, Italian loafers, pinky-ring. I drive a candy-apple red Jaguar with a loaded 9-mm semiautomatic pistol in the glove compartment. When I walk into a party I’m like this: my head is bobbing to music that only exists in my mind. For our seventh anniversary, I gave my wife, Arleen Portada, a rotating diamond-impregnated drill bit—the kind that German and Russian geologists use in their deep drilling programs—programs that produce ultradeep holes with depths of up to 15 kilometers. But that’s just the kind of guy I am. Dynamic. Robust. No nonsense. A steak and chops man. Double scotch rocks. A man who makes things happen. Big hairy hands. A powerful fist that comes down on a conference table with peremptory authority. Then there’s stunning Arleen Portada. Mystic. Sensualist. Why is she covered with centipede stings?

If you spent all day on a sun-baked prairie wearing a sizzling orange minidress supervising a platoon of beefy workmen as they paint immense grain silos vibrant yellow and fuchsia, you’d be covered with centipede stings, too.

My whole life has been one long ultraviolent hyperkinetic nightmare. But yes, I am an author. (And a dog trainer—Marty, I taught my puppy Carmella to drink scalding hot black coffee out of her bowl on the floor!) The other day, I imagined that it was the year 2187—a dozen people were gathered at the grave site of porn star John Holmes to commemorate the 200th anniversary of his death. Well, Marty, I want to be remembered by more people than that. I don’t know … perhaps that’s why I write.

The unwashed armpits of the most beautiful women in the world … a urinal with chunks of fresh watermelon in it … a retarded guy whining “Eddie, Eddie, get me an Ovaltine”—almost anything inspires me. Immediately after finishing MY COUSIN, MY GASTROENTEROLOGIST, I outlined a new book about people with trichotillomania—people who compulsively pull out their hair. There are 2 million to 4 million Americans who have trichotillomania. That’s a lot of books! (That’s a lot of hair, too!) I abandoned that idea though—that’s not the kind of book that Vintage wants from a Mark Leyner, right? Well, I’m confident that, after perusing the following excerpts, you’ll agree that the novel I hereby propose is indeed the kind of book that Vintage wants from a Mark Leyner.

ET TU, BABE—a master jam of relentless humor and indeterminate trajectories—teeming with creatures and the burlesque of their virulent lives—will undoubtedly be, page by page and line by line, the most entertaining book that Vintage has ever published.


[image: ]
Excerpts from
ET TU, BABE

The four-foot hermaphroditic organism from a distant solar system twitched in my arms as I soul-kissed it. The laboratory director would have killed me if he’d known that I’d snuck into the Galactic Lifeform Chamber with a bottle of wine, a cassette player, and an eclectic selection of tapes (Felix Mendelssohn, Steppenwolf, Barbara Mandrell) for a clandestine tryst with the cylindrical being whom the lab technicians had christened “Kitty Lafontaine.” I pipetted a few drops of 1982 Napa Valley Zinfandel into its alimentary aperture. Its synesthetic sensory apparatus was distributed evenly across the entirety of its shiny outer sheath so it could see, hear, smell, touch, precognize, etc., from any point on its body. To say that holding Kitty Lafontaine in my arms was like nestling a large holiday beef log from Hickory Farms would certainly not convey the spine-tingling xenophilic libidinous awe I felt, but it would accurately convey the shape, mass, and weight of this fascinating creature who would irrevocably change all our lives that summer.
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Dear Science Editor of the Times,

Frequently the counterman at a sandwich shop will ask “Do you want everything on it?” Well, what if you had a sandwich with literally “everything” on it? In other words, how large a sandwich roll would you need to accommodate all matter in the universe? And, as a corollary, imagine an inconceivably immense being capable of eating this almost infinitely capacious submarine Sandwich. If this colossal creature began eating at the instant of the Big Bang, by what century would he be able to consume, digest, metabolize, and excrete the hypothetical hoagie? And would not this meal, by its very nature, exhaust time itself?
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Dear Editors at Swank,

Your article on the sensitive areolas of large-breasted women was excellent. Also, thanks for the recipe for paella valenciana that you published in the October Swank. I’m no gourmet chef, but I made the dish for my girlfriend and after dinner she couldn’t keep her prosthetic hands off my veiny nine-inch chorizo.
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I had once intended to write an entire novel while having to urinate very badly. I wanted to see how that need affected the style and tempo of my work. I had found, for instance, that when I’m writing about a character who’s in a Ph.D. program and I don’t have to urinate badly, I’ll have him do a regular three- or four-year program. But if I’m writing a novel and I have to urinate very very badly, then I’ll push the character through an accelerated Ph.D. program in perhaps only two years, maybe even a year.
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In 1987, I enrolled in a 12-step program for people who pistol-whip their tailors. First I had to admit to myself that pistol-whipping my tailor was, in fact, a problem. Today I take life one day at a time. Each day that passes without my having pistol-whipped my tailor is a victory … a solid step toward recovery.
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-Do you believe in God?

-Yes, sir.

-Do you believe in an anthropomorphic, vengeful, capricious God who can look down on one man and give him fabulous riches and look down on another and say “you’re history” and give him a cerebral hemorrhage?

-Yes, sir.

-You may take the stand. What is your full name?

-I am General Ramon Humberto Regaldo Rosa Cordoba Lopez.

-General Lopez, you are descended from a very illustrious family, is that not true?

-Yes, sir. My great-great-great-great-grandfather was a noble-man in Spain in the fifteenth century and it was he who first discovered that the atomized saliva of hunchbacks enhances the growth of flowers. He, in fact, retained a large staff of hunchbacks to sneeze on his tulips.

-General, are those your real nails?

-Sir?

-Are those your real fingernails?

-Yes, sir.

-General, you are a fucking liar!

-Objection, Your Honor!

-Your Honor, I can see, defense counsel can see, and the ladies and gentlemen of the jury can see that the General is wearing Lee Press-On Nails.

-Objection overruled. Continue.

-General, under direct examination you were asked to describe events that took place on the morning of April 26, 1987. You testified, and I quote: “I was a short thickset man with a fleshy, brutal face. I felt bad. I had been drinking heavily the previous night and the heat bothered me. My wife was sleeping. ‘Wake up, stupid,’ I snarled. I shook her and I kissed her savagely. ‘You stink,’ she sneered. ‘Your breath smells like the steam that rises off fresh vomit.’ I jabbed a syringe full of methamphetamine into her ass, which was covered with boils the size of potato pancakes.” Is that still an accurate account to the best of your knowledge?

-Yes, sir.

-General, it strikes me as exceedingly odd that, asked to describe a particular morning on a particular day, you would say, “I was a short, thickset man with a fleshy, brutal face.” Are we to understand by this that you were a short, thickset man with a fleshy, brutal face only on April 26, 1987?

-Objection, Your Honor. This kind of semantic nitpicking is an obvious form of harassment. The district attorney knows full well that the General was a short, thickset man with a fleshy, brutal face prior to April 26, 1987, that he was a short, thickset man with a fleshy, brutal face during April 26, 1987, and that he continues to be a short, thickset man with a fleshy, brutal face subsequent to April 26, 1987.

-Sustained.

-General, that afternoon, did you receive a call at the office from your wife?

-Yes, sir.

-What did she say?

-She said that she thought she’d been on her liquid formula diet long enough … that she was so light that the static electricity from the television set was pulling her across the floor toward the screen.

-And she called one more time later that afternoon?

-Yes, sir.

-And what did she say?

-She said that she didn’t have much time to talk, that she was tied to the railroad tracks and the Bullet Train was coming.

-And that was the last time you ever spoke to her?

-Yes, sir.

-General, one final question. Do you have any tattoos?

-Yes, sir.

-On what part of your body and of what?

-I have E = nhf (Max Planck’s formula for the energy in radiation) tattooed on my penile glans.

-General, you are a pathological fucking liar!!

-Objection!!

-Overruled.

-General, I’d like you to look at your penile glans and read to the court what’s tattooed on it.

-It says: d = 16t2.

-Not E = nhf?

-No, sir.

-And what’s the significance of d = l6t2?

-It’s Galileo’s formula for the distance an object falls from its starting point as time elapses from the instant it’s dropped.

-Your Honor, I have no further questions.

-General Lopez, you may step down.
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The giant awoke, got high on drugs, masturbated, and then went into town to forage for a human-flesh breakfast. He stopped at an intersection where his eye was caught by the puffy orange Day-Glo parka of a postmenopausal crossing guard. He knelt down and plucked up the screaming crossing guard in his fingers and dropped her into a gunnysack slung across his back. He surveyed the town until he discerned the bright orange regalia of another prey whom he captured and then on to the next intersection and then on to the next and the next and the next until his gunnysack was filled with squirming crossing guards. He returned home and laid the gunnysack on the counter. He urinated and then he put some music on the stereo; it was a kind of music I’d never heard before—a single high-pitched oscillating tone.

The giant peeled the crossing guards. After his breakfast, the floor was littered with puffy orange Day-Glo parkas.

Why crossing guards? Japanese scientists speculate that their conspicuous puffy orange Day-Glo parkas make them particularly attractive prey. Why postmenopausal women? Japanese scientists point to reduced estrogen levels. They think that estrogen is bitter to the tongue of the giant and that he simply finds the low-estrogen women tastier. But there’s an even more intriguing explanation. Estrogen deficiencies in postmenopausal women cause osteoporosis, which is characterized by brittle bones. In other words, postmenopausal women are crunchier.
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Well, Marty, how does that sound to you? I’m ready for it, babe—I’m massaging IQ-enhancing balm into my temples and I’m loading up on Winstrol, the steroid that got sprinter Ben Johnson disqualified from the 1988 Olympic Games in Seoul.

It’s a forty-minute hydrofoil ride from Hong Kong to Macao. Look out toward the horizon. There’s big Arleen rising up out of the water. Her white gown is fluttering violently in the wind, her lace veil is congested with sea spume. Isn’t she beautiful? Isn’t she just fucking absolutely beautiful?

Oh, one last question, Marty. My agent has a supernumerary nipple below and slightly medial to her right breast. The nipple produces approximately one watt of heat, about the same as that given off by a miniature Christmas tree bulb. Is this a standard energy output?

Yours very truly,
Mark Leyner
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Q: If you could offer the young people of today one piece of advice, what would it be?

A: When I was eight, I was sent to live on the melon farm of an uncle…



When I was eight, I was sent to live on the melon farm of an uncle—a sixth-grade dropout who attributed his IQ of 70 to sniffing gasoline and glue from the age of five, and whose manner of compulsively clawing at the skin behind his neck was a characteristic sign of amphetamine toxicity. One morning he served me a cereal that consisted of sweetened corn puffs and marsh-mallow, hook-nosed, bearded “Jews.” I asked him never to serve that cereal to me again. The next morning, he set a heaping bowl of the same cereal on my place mat. I killed him with a 12-gauge shotgun blast before lunch. That night I buried him in the cyclone cellar. I stole his pickup truck and drove out to a huge diesel-run electric turbine plant near the outskirts of the city and I had my first sexual experience. Afterward, I lit a cigarette and looked up into the sky—there was God, wearing a pink polo shirt, khaki pants, and brown Top-Siders with no socks, his blond hair blowing in the powerful wind of charged particles and intense ultraviolet radiation from the galactic center. I hated him. And he hated me.

I have spent the majority of my 36 years in orphanages, reformatories, prisons, and mental institutions. I had four oboe teachers and each one fell into an irrigation sluice and drowned. I’d tried explaining to my social workers that I hated double-reed mouthpieces. I pleaded with them not to make me take lessons on any instrument in the oboe family, which also includes the English horn, the bassoon, and the double bassoon. But nobody listened.

I hated the other children. Especially the ones whose parents could afford to provide proper orthodontic care. I had to gnaw constantly. My incisors grew four to five inches a year: if I’d stopped gnawing, my lower incisors would have eventually grown until they pushed up into my brain, killing me. Over the years, I was treated for a slew of psychiatric and behavioral problems: dyslexia, depression, excessive anxiety, obsessive-compulsive disorder, alcoholism, illicit drug abuse, obesity, eating disorders, exhibitionism, persistent aggressive and violent behavior, and hyperactivity combined with severe attention deficits. Yet there was a voice within me that said: Someday you will be considered the most intense and, in a certain sense, the most significant young prose writer in America. And I listened.

Today I live in a lemon-yellow stucco mansion with sweeping views of the bay. Each morning, I nibble iced raw turtle eggs and chocolate-dipped strawberries in a garden ablaze with hibiscus and bougainvillea—a far cry from the anti-Semitic breakfast cereal forced upon me by my half-witted uncle on his squalid melon farm.

My advice to the young people of today? I’m tempted to say: Surround yourself with flunkies and yes-men and have naked slaves, perfumed with musk, fan you with plastic fronds as you write. Because that’s what’s worked for me. But what does history teach us?

The 83rd President of the United States, Hallux Valgus, had no mouth or gastrointestinal tract. How did this Christian Scientist who refused intravenous nourishment survive? Only during the autopsy following President Valgus’s assassination were scientists given the opportunity to solve this riddle. After painstaking dissection and analysis, pathologists found that Valgus was nourished from within by symbiotic bacteria. Their research revealed that the “tissue” of his trophosome, a large body structure which comprised half of Valgus’s torso and which Valgus kept concealed beneath his ubiquitous spandex unitard, was composed of closely packed bacteria—over 100 billion per ounce of tissue. They found that his blood, deep red from a rich supply of hemoglobin, absorbed oxygen, carbon dioxide, and sulfur dioxide from the polluted atmosphere and transported it to the trophosome. Thus ensured a rich supply of chemical resources, the bacteria living inside Valgus produced carbohydrates and proteins, which Valgus then metabolized. Hallux Valgus, the 83rd President of the United States. The first occupant of the Oval Office to depend on symbiotic chemoautotrophic bacteria living within him. (His long and detailed Memoirs provide a unique picture of the personalities and politics of his times.)

Be petulant, narcissistic, and charismatic. That’s what President Valgus would have exhorted today’s young men and women, had not a hit-squad of gnat-sized robots filed stealthily into his ear and mined his brain with plastic explosive. And love. Love with extreme lucidity and barbaric ferocity. One of my foster mothers couldn’t wait to shove me onto the school bus each morning so that she could get inside, doff her frowzy terry cloth robe and greasy housedress, squeeze into her edible lingerie, and await the arrival of the electrician, plumber, UPS delivery man, cable TV installer, exterminator—whichever beefy workman was fortunate enough to ring the doorbell first. That’s not what I mean by “love.” When I use the word love, I’m thinking about the witty, urbane, wasp-waisted Arleen Portada.

They were the heady, idealistic days of the early Valgus administration. Congress had just officially designated Bernard Herrmann’s shrieking score for strings composed for the shower murder scene in Psycho as the national anthem. The Look that year was “postcoital”—tousled hair, runny mascara, smeared lipstick. Scientists working on the Human Genome Initiative announced identification of the specific gene that not only predisposes a person to take dancing lessons, but that actually determines his or her dance predilection: ballet, jazz, tap, or ballroom. It had been an exceptionally rainy spring, and indeed on the day we met, the sun was out for the first time in weeks …

I was climbing trees that afternoon and Arleen happened to be below stalking live subjects for a research project she was doing as part of her MSW program at Fordham
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