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acclaim for mark leyner

“In prose as fluid as liquid silicone, Leyner cranks up his white-hot wit … and proceeds to have his nuclear way with pop culture…. Leyner’s work shines so brilliantly.”

—Austin Chronicle

“Leyner is an original and immensely amusing writer as well as a provocative social critic.”

—Washington Post

“Leyner’s brilliantly discontinuous humor invites comparison with William Burroughs, Donald Barthelme, and comedian Steven Wright. It’s rude, epic shtick that begs to be read aloud to friends and strangers alike—if only you could figure out where to stop.”

—Village Voice

“Underlying his omnipotent wit is a versatile mastery of the forms in which he writes.”

—Paper magazine

“Buckle up for … another ride on the contorted roller-coaster of Leyner’s mind—another thrill from this ‘elegant, mordantly witty belletrist.’ ”

—Boston Sunday Herald

“Leyner is a twisted wizard, a genre-busting virtuoso, working at the outer edge of narrative convention.”

—Jay McInerney, author of Bright Lights, Big City
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to merci pinto leyner

When Merci was wheeled into the operating room to undergo the C-section that extricated our daughter, Gabrielle, from the umbilical knot she’d tied around her leg, the doctors set up this curtain that divided Merci into two sectors: the upper part for nonparticipants—Merci and me—and the business end, which apparently was for M.D.s and R.N.s only. Now, I love surgery—so as soon as I deduced that they were about to make the first incision, I got up and started to walk around to where the action was, because I couldn’t see a damn thing up at Merci’s head, and by this point she was sufficiently anesthetized and tranquilized that I figured she didn’t need my “moral support” anymore, plus the fact that, in order to be allowed into the operating room, I’d scrubbed with hexachlorophene and donned full surgical regalia—gown, cap, mask, and gloves. Now, putting me in surgical garb is like putting a drag queen in an Yves Saint Laurent evening gown—I just light up. (Often I feel like a surgeon trapped in a writer’s body.)

Anyway, as soon as the doctors see me coming, they get very peremptory and very territorial about Merci’s uterus: “Mr. Leyner, please! You’re to remain on that side of the curtain or you’re going to have to wait outside.”

Merci hears this, lifts her head up, and says in her sweet little voice, frayed only slightly by some 30 hours of labor: “Doctors, it’s perfectly OK for him to assist—he watches a lot of medical programming on cable TV on Sundays.”

The logic of this statement is so cogent and irrefutable that the doctors all just shrug their shoulders as if to say: “Well, that’s about equivalent to the training we have, so welcome aboard, c’mon down, have a hemostat, grab a retractor, etc.”

This incident exemplifies Merci—her sense of humor and sangfroid in the midst of difficult circumstances, her bracing pragmatism articulated in her dulcet Ecuadorian Tinker Bell voice. One of the coolest things about Merci is the way she talks. I need only slightly amend Michael Kimmelman’s description of art historian Meyer Shapiro’s writing to characterize Merci’s discourse. Something like: “Her chirpy-timbred buoyant palaver, while uncompromising, dense, and dizzying in its references, is without cant or pomp.”

People have said about me “unfettered imagination, nice arms,” but she’s got a pretty unfettered imagination herself. It’s probably just as likely for her to say, just out of the blue, something like “bioluminescent acne” as it would be for me.

Don’t you find it really revolting when an author thanks his wife by saying: “Only a woman with so-and-so’s understanding and patience would have endured my manic highs and sloughs of despond, my chilly remoteness and insularity, and, alternately, my infantile need to be burped and changed, my obsessive philandering, my inexplicable need to fuck every woman in her step class, my having squandered her Christmas Club money on my methamphetamine habit, the Charivari sprees, the cognac binges with the inevitable vomiting and weeping, my paranoia, my hypochondria, my loss of interest in personal grooming and hygiene, and a recent compulsion to titillate myself by putting larvae in her food—all of which, rightly or wrongly, I felt was necessary to get through this long creative night. Her editorial acumen and rigor, her wise encouragement and enabling love, etc. etc.”? This is your basic “I’m so complex and difficult, and my wife is so simple and forbearing” (a.k.a. “simpering imbecile puts up with anything overweening dickhead dishes out”) formula.

Well, interestingly enough, a perfectly inverse equation underlies life at the Pinto-Leyner household. Merci is the complex one, and she’s delightful to live with. (In an article for the Neapolitan textile-design fanzine Bistecca, I think I said that she had “close to optimal interpersonal ergonomics.”) How easily one pictures her researching Montessori schools in an ecru mohair tank top and peppering her conversation with Vivienne Westwood this and Benazir Bhutto that. Y’know what I’m saying?

On the other hand, I’m simple, but extremely difficult to live with. And it’s not like I’m racked with self-reproach about it either. I’m just the cream soda swilling, crotch scratching, irascible, coughing-up-indigestible-bits-of-grizzle-from-some-meat-on-a-stick, surly, greasy overalls-over-candy-colored-latex-minikimono (my work uniform when I’m in the throes of a novel or a play), don’t-bother-me-till-halftime kind of guy that society has made me. So hey, what the fuck? I’m not apologizing for who I am. I’m just trying to say that Merci is more complex, OK?

I’ll give you an example: the gullibility ruse. Merci will feign gullibility in order to reveal and then revel in my own misreading of her apprehension. It’s the sort of “you must really be naive if you think I’m that naive” game that she plays with such cunning. Here are several examples of “fun facts” that I’ve casually purveyed, only to find out weeks, sometimes months, later that, notwithstanding her feigned credulity, Merci had immediately dismissed as patently erroneous:

• Stephen Foster, the American songwriter and composer responsible for such enduring favorites as “Oh! Susannah” and “Camptown Races,” had jet black hair growing from one armpit and bright red hair growing from the other—a genetic anomaly that occurs in only one out of 5 million people.

• Neville Chamberlain, the British statesman whose controversial policy of appeasing Adolf Hitler resulted in the 1938 Munich pact, refused to keep his contact lenses in the customary plastic storage case, preferring instead two rain-filled hoofprints.

• In the future, supermarkets may be able to keep their produce sections so cold that temperatures will approach 700 nanokelvins, or somewhat less than one millionth of a degree above absolute zero—minus 459 degrees Fahrenheit. (At this temperature, atoms merge with each other to become what are known as Bose-Einstein condensates—a hypothetical superatomic state of matter that may never have existed anywhere before.)

• In recent laboratory experiments, McDonald’s has produced brewed coffee that is 6,000 kelvins, or 10,300 degrees Fahrenheit—the approximate surface temperature of the sun.

• As a young man, while studying songwriting with Oscar Hammerstein II, Stephen Sondheim decapitated a defrocked priest who propositioned him in a men’s room at a Manhattan furniture showroom. The headless torso remained ambulatory for some 15 seconds, tottering out of the lavatory and collapsing finally on a sectional sofa. Charges against Sondheim were never filed and he went on to become one of Broadway’s most esteemed composers and lyricists.

• While candy-striping at a veteran’s hospital in Akron, Ohio, 15-year-old Dorothy Hamill was caught putting objects in the rectums of anesthetized patients as they lay unconscious in postoperative recovery. (The impounded objects are now on display in a vitrine in the hospital’s lobby.) Thanks to the intercession of her father, a Kiwanis officer and alderman, Hamill was allowed to quietly plead nolo contendere and avoid the publicity of a trial. Hamill’s gold medal for figure skating in the 1976 Winter Olympics captivated the country and her perky, blunt-cut hairdo became the coif de jour in salons across America.

• Boxer Sonny Liston so despised the taste and smell of buckwheat groats that his trainer would have a kasha effigy of his opponent brought to his dressing room minutes before a fight.

• During the Cuban missile crisis, President Kennedy was so adamant that his advisors remain available at every moment that he ordered them to wear diapers so that they wouldn’t need to go to the bathroom. When the fastidious Secretary of State Dean Rusk demurred, he was briefly jailed.

• Martin Van Buren, the eighth president of the United States, had no bones or cartilage in his face. As a result of this abnormality, his face had the consistency of soft clay. This meant that it would become misshapen if kissed too roughly or handled at all. Sheet marks would last until his face was smoothed. If he slept on one side all night, he would wake up with that side of his face completely flattened. A sculptor was retained by the White House to remold Van Buren’s face every day. But despite the efforts of the facial sculptor, his physiognomy varied wildly from day to day, as evidenced by portraits that show him with a bulbous nose on one day and a long aquiline nose on another, with high cheek bones and glinting blue eyes on one and a sloping forehead and rheumy, protruding eyes under a single continuous brow on another.

As I complete this dedication, I can’t help but think back to a time some seven years ago. It was only a few weeks after I’d met Merci. I was in a paramilitary writers’ colony in Idaho. One day we were on a 50-kilometer march with full pack and “composition intervals”—we were required to compose a poem at 15 km, an essay or short story at 25 km, and a novel outline and first chapter at 40 km.

There I was at the first interval, and all I’d produced was:


The pilot of a skywriting plane
suffers a fatal cerebral hemorrhage.
The aircraft falls,
scoring the immaculate azure
with a valedictory parabola of Dickinsonian dashes.



I knew this wouldn’t be enough to satisfy my commanding officer, a sadistic taskmaster who considered anything under four or five stanzas a personal insult. I doffed my helmet and looked at a photograph of Merci that I’d taped inside. And there—in the first of by now innumerable occasions on which mere reference to her visage would inflame my imagination—gripping my legal pad and pen tightly against the backwash from helicopter rotors, I scrawled the full work:


The pilot of a skywriting plane
suffers a fatal cerebral hemorrhage.
The aircraft falls,
scoring the immaculate azure
with a valedictory parabola of Dickinsonian dashes.

Meanwhile, at the bar of a posh restaurant in
Brentwood,
three couples without dinner reservations
wait so long for a table
that the women experience
synchronization of their ovulatory cycles.

Me, I’m just another prematurely wizened
geek-savant.
Plucking a tiny stringed instrument
made out of a ring binder and orthodontic rubber
bands,

I lie in a bath of hairy milk
and sing my lonesome blues.

[The fourth stanza has been redacted
because it doesn’t fall within the scope of this poem.
And the time of the gentleman has expired.]



And so, Merci, I dedicate this Corn Dog, this red, sweating sausage sheathed in cornmeal batter and impaled on a honed stick, and each Tooth Imprint—each incisai pit and molar ridge—to you.

I know, sweetie, that you’re not crazy about me taking this benthic pied-à-terre/atelier eleven kilometers below the surface of the Pacific Ocean in the Mariana Trench, some 320 kilometers southeast of Guam. But it’s the only way I thought I’d be able to get enough peace and quiet and enough distance from the whole New York scene to be able to complete the next two books I’m under contract for.

The place is pretty swanky considering that it has to withstand about 16,000 pounds per square inch of pressure. When I need to shop, I travel back and forth to the supply ship on the surface in a brand-new 1996 ceramic-hull one-man submersible with a silver-zinc fuel cell, joystick navigation, voice- and video-transmitting fiber-optic microcable, taupe leather interior, roof rack, 5-disc carousel CD player, 150-watt Bose speakers. My only complaint is that it’s a bit sluggish. And when you’re down here eleven kilometers from the mother ship and you realize that you’re out of coffee filters or those fabric softener dryer sheets—it’s a long trip back up at five knots max. But work is going extremely well. Do you remember reading my proposal for a book called The Tetherballs of Bougainville? Do you remember how enthusiastic I was because I thought that not only would it be the first novel to really capture the febrile excitement of international tetherball competition but also the first novel to analyze tetherball as a kind of deep metaphor for fin de siècle gender relations? Does any of this sound familiar? There’s a character named Colonel Alebua, Bougainville’s despotic junta leader, a wild aficionado of American pop culture who names his daughter Kojacqueline. Ring a bell? Well, anyway, the novel’s coming along marvelously, I think. And as soon as it’s done, I’m contemplating a book-length meditation on the Edgar Winter song “Frankenstein.” I don’t know of another instrumental that speaks more powerfully to that strain of the American male psyche which yearns to grossly transform one’s own body, swagger down an illuminated runway in a slaughterhouse-turned-disco thronged with Dionysian suburban housewives ululating with libidinal excess, and then launch oneself on a hallucinogen-fueled, out-of-body ascent that culminates in an orgasmic merge with a creature who manifests all the faces of the Dionysian housewives, but is in reality the huge throbbing cosmogonic placenta that was expelled nanoseconds after the birth of the universe.

But I’ve been thinking—that sort of describes almost every song. So I guess I’m not really sure about the second book yet.

On the off chance that anything fatal happens to me down here, I need to leave you with a couple of financial instructions. Do you remember the plot of land in Azerbaijan we won at that raffle in Montauk a couple of summers ago? Well, it may be a good time to sell. A consortium of oil companies including British Petroleum, Amoco, and Pennzoil just bought oil fields in the Baku region of the Caspian Sea, and they’re planning on running a pipeline into Turkey, which means—if my map is accurate—that they’re going to have to come right through our property. I’m sure that Binky knows a realtor over there, but if not, there’s probably a Century 21 or a Cold-well Banker in Azerbaijan that can help you.

A few years ago I bought stock in a soft-drink company by the name of Emerald Beverage. The stock hasn’t performed particularly well (I bought it at $6 a share and it closed yesterday at $2.25), so you might be tempted to unload it before it drops any further. Try to hold on to it for a bit. The company recently switched ad agencies and they’re about to launch a new campaign with a television commercial featuring a coterie of female office workers gathered at a window, mouths agape, leering at a chain gang along the road—the beefy convicts, stripped to the waist in a brutal sun, hack at stones with sledgehammers as sadistic guards guzzle Emerald Diet Cola and occasionally jab the prisoners with rifle butts. The ad’s a winner and I think it gives Emerald Beverage stock good upside potential.

Anyway, Merci, I don’t want to end with such morbid practicalities. I feel quite safe and I’m doing well. The apartment’s slammin’. I’m really enjoying tooling around in the submersible. I get “Frankenstein” cranked up on the system and—sweetie, you’ll get a kick out of this—even though it’s absolutely desolate down here except for the occasional shrimp or anemone who’s strayed from his hydrothermal vent, I put a bumper sticker on the aft ballast tank that says: How’s My Driving?

I miss you and Gaby very much. I adore you both. And I’ll be home soon.

Feb. 15, 1995
Challenger Deep,
Mariana Trench
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Preface

The notion to adapt Nathaniel Hawthorne’s classic tale “Young Goodman Brown” for the stage and to transpose its physical and temporal settings from a forest on the outskirts of Salem, Massachusetts, in the early 19th century to Bergdorf Goodman, a department store on Fifth Avenue and 57th St. in Manhattan on the eve of the 21st century first occurred to me while I was on a business trip to Los Angeles in March 1994.

I’d gone to L.A. to negotiate the purchase of a chain of hernia clinics. (I already owned eleven hernia clinics across a swath of southeastern Florida running from Miami to Boca Raton up to West Palm Beach which had turned out to be phenomenally lucrative, and I was anxious to expand into other parts of the country.) One day, after a particularly grueling morning session with the seller and our respective attorneys and accountants at my hotel, The Peninsula in Beverly Hills, needing a respite from the frustrations of trying to analyze the profit margin on an inguinal rupture repair in light of fluctuating reimbursement caps, and facing the prospect of an afternoon of poring over truss swatches, I took a stroll around the block.

There’s a beauty salon situated between the Friar’s Club and the Beverly Hills YMCA on Santa Monica Blvd. I stood in front of the salon and, through the plate glass window, watched a woman getting a pedicure. The pedicurist was plying an area between the big toe and the second digit of her client’s right foot. Working diligently and with considerable exertion, she wielded what looked like some sort of hooked awl or dental pick to dislodge a hard, opalescent plaquelike substance that had occluded the space between the client’s toes. (I later learned that the sclerosing deposit was a concretion of bile pigments, cholesterol, and calcium salts, similar in composition to a gallstone.) Given the amount of tissue avulsion and bleeding that this pedicure was producing, one would have assumed that the client was in terrible pain. But there she sat with utter aplomb, serenely perusing a large-print edition of The Portable Hawthorne. (I was subsequently able to confirm that the woman’s equanimity was the result of an epidural anesthetic.)

And there I stood, the 14-point type clearly legible through the salon’s tinted plate glass, reading Hawthorne’s “Young Goodman Brown” over the shoulder of, and in prurient tandem with, this recumbent woman who was as oblivious to the peeping Tom with whom she shared the pleasures of her text as she was insensible to the traumas of her Grand Guignol pedicure.

And there, along Santa Monica Blvd., whose sidewalks were bleached to effulgence by the midday sun and vibrating with 2.0 to 4.5 magnitude aftershocks, the inchoate shards of a play began to coalesce in my mind. I would remake Hawthorne’s great parable of evil. But my protagonist would descend not down the footpaths of an encroaching forest, but through the revolving doors of a posh department store. And I would be that bedeviled pilgrim. I would become Young Bergdorf Goodman Brown. And that pilgrim’s wife, who, as “Faith” in Hawthorne’s original, “thrust her pretty head into the street, letting the wind play with the pink ribbons of her cap” would be my own Merci Pinto, who would “thrust her pretty Ecuadorian head into the street, letting the bus exhaust play with the Blimpie’s wrapper she tore from her sub.” “Mark,” she’d mumble amidst mouthfuls of turkey and provolone, “where the hell are you going at this hour? Bergdorf’s is closed. Prithee put off your journey until sunrise, you dumb pendejo.”

Young Bergdorf Goodman Brown is not my first play. When I was nine, I wrote and directed a masque which was performed by my Cub Scout pack at my father’s Elks Club lodge Christmas party in 1965 in Jersey City, New Jersey. The masque was about a golfer who follows an errant tee-shot into a drainage sluice and discovers a subterranean civilization of technologically advanced gnomes. On the advice of my agent at the time (I’ve since moved from William Morris to ICM), I expanded it into a full-length three-act. Optioned by a television producer in Burbank, the project was set up with ABC, which planned to package it as one of its Afterschool Specials. Unfortunately, the network insisted that I rewrite the screenplay, expunging any and all references to the golfer’s habitual abuse of alcohol and PCP. Manifesting what, with 20/20 hindsight, was the overweening sanctimoniousness and business naïveté of a nine-year-old, I became adamant about the centrality of booze and angel dust to the golfer’s character arc, and I proceeded to make several very damaging and completely unsubstantiated charges about craven network executives knuckling under to pressure from the PGA. After pelting a story editor with my own dung in response to her conciliatory suggestion that I simply “tone down” the golfer’s chemical abuse, the project was terminated. That afternoon, instead of returning home as my mom tearfully pleaded with me to do, I demanded that the taxi driver take us to the Howard Johnson’s in Times Square where, in a pathetic scene recalling Dylan Thomas’s 18 whiskies at the White Horse, I scarfed down 26 straight cups of New England clam chowder and collapsed.

This debacle, befalling me at such a vulnerable age, was an aesthetic trauma from which I didn’t recover for some time. I developed an extreme aversion to the dramatic form, which persisted until 1972 when—sixteen years old and returning from the Bayreuth Festival with my first wife—I began work on an opera. Tragically, I was only able to complete the following stage setting and character description:


A flooded basement containing the stored furniture, clothing, and miscellaneous jetsam and exotica of an extended family.

Various individuals, waist-deep in the cellar’s greasy iridescent water, are wading desultorily, in search of recognizable and salvageable items.

These characters include:

FRANK, owns a deli, heavily in debt to loan sharks, larynx crushed, communicates via deck of flip cards.

TERRI, married to Frank, gorgeous, severely retarded, verbal and cognitive abilities of a two-year-old child.

BABY MAGRINO, Frank’s younger sister, a Jew for Jesus, alternates between periods of autistic aphasia and periods of garrulous, nymphomaniacal exuberance (as the action of the opera begins, she is in an impenetrably insular, mute phase).

WILLA, Tern’s speech therapist, in love with Frank, a freak abnormality of the cornea and lens has given her microscopic vision, but deprived her of the ability to see any object larger than two micrometers; although she is able to describe the expression on the face of a dust mite or count the number of platelets in a drop of blood, she is considered legally blind by The Department of Motor Vehicles.



After several months of false starts, dead-ends, and agonizingly fruitless labor, I aborted the project, which ended up costing me my marriage and two and a half feet of large intestine.

Given the foregoing history, you probably wonder why I ever contemplated attempting Young Bergdorf Goodman Brown in the first place.

I used to go to an amusement park in Wildwood down on the Jersey shore. The most popular attraction for the anomic disaffected teens who habituated the park each summer appeared—at first glance—to be the most innocuous kiddie ride one could imagine: a fire engine, a daffodil, a school bus, a
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