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Michael Chabon once was hailed as

M ICHAEL CHABON PERCHES ON THE EDGE OF A CHAIR
in his Los Angeles apartment, shaking his wavy
shoulder-length locks fromn his eyes as he contemplates
the near-disaster that somehow spawned his new comic
novel, Wonder Boys. ® “It was a really hard thing to do,
the scariest thing I've ever done,” says the most illnsrrious
graduate of the University of California, Irvine’s writing
program. His voice is soft, barely audible over the din of
traffic outside. ® At 31 Chabon is angular, almost gaunt,
an ascetic in a slightly rumpled open-necked shirt and
jeans, moving with an almost ghostly grace. It’s discon-
certing to compare him with the fresh-faced, angelic fad
in a preppy jacket and tie who peered forth from the dust
jacket photo of The Mysterics of Pittshurgh, the 24-year-old
prodigy who pocketed a $155,000 advance for his master’s
thesis and then watched it sail onto the New York Times
best-seller list. But that was seven years ago, in the
quaintly innocent days of the late 1980s, when critics
were worshipping at his Topsider-encased feet and his ed-

his generatiun’s].D. Salinger, but he

almost went over thC edge

trylng to write the Big Novel.

The UCI grad saved his Wonder'boy

reputation by turning that near-

debacle 1nto a COITliC tour de force
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CATCHER IN THE WRY

itor at William Morrow & Co. dared to
publicly compare his first published
work with J.D. Salinger’s Catcher in the
Rye.

Enriched by an even bigger advance,
Chabon—as authors of clever first novels
are tragically prone to do—promptly set
out to write the Big Novel, the magnum
opus that truly would cement his reputa-
tion. “Tt was called Fountain Ciry,” Cha-
bon explains. “It was set partly in Paris
and partly on the Gult Coast ot Florida. 1
worked on it for four-and-a-half years. It
had to do with architccture and this
scheme to build this idcal baseball park in
Florida and the architects...and this one
young man who got involved with the
head architect’s daughter.”

“It had a lot of good stuff in it, but 1
could never really get it to work. I could
never get the Paris parts and the Florida
parts to really gel. "They always felt like
two separate things. And then the real
world sort of caught up to me. As I was
struggling with my novel all these years,
they buile Camden Yards in Baltimore
and actually began to play games in it.
When T started writing, it seemed un
likely that anyone would ever build a
ballpark like that again. By the time [
was ready to dump Founrain City, they
were alrcady building another one in
Cleveland.”

By then, Chabon was in a real bind.
Ie’d (llvorced his first wife, poet Lollie
Groth, and given her half the advance
he’d received for Fountain City, so he
couldn’c recurn it. “I didn’t know what
was going to happen to me,” he recalls.
“I saw myself as one of those failed
writers you hear about, the guys who've
been working on the same book for 10
or 15 or 20 years. And then I started to
think some more, really projecting my-
self into the future. And that is where
Grady Tripp [the protagonist of Wonder
Boys] arose from.”

ULETLY, WITHOUT TELLING ANY-

one—not his publisher or agent,
not ¢even his live-in companion, Ayclet
Waldman, who since has become his
second wite—Chabon began a com-
pletely new novel. “My wife, who’s a
lawyer, decided to take the California



Bar [exam] six months carlicr than she’d
planned. That mcant she was going to
have to cram for the next six weeks and
would be completely busy, and 1
wouldn’t be sccing her. So there was a
little window of time, and I told mysclt,
‘Pm going to try this other ook, give it
a shot.” Tf it doesn’t work, I've only
wasted six weeks, which out of five
vears isn’t much.”

Chabon, who then was living in La-
guna Beach, sat up late at night in front
of his Macintosh computer, straining to
hear a voice inside his head. It was the
voice of another writer—Iike himself a
former prodigy, the author of a success-
ful novel, recalling the day he'd gar-
nered a huge advance from his publish-
er to write a follow-up masterpicce:
“Crabtree and his bosses at Bartizan
had fele sanguine enough about my im-
minent attainment to the status of, at
the least, cult favorite to advance me a
ridiculous sum of money in exchange
for nothing more than a fatuous smile
from the thunderstruck author and a ti-
tle invented out of air and brainsparkle
while pissing into the aluminum trough
of a men’s room at Threc Rivers
Stadium.”

It was, of course, the big break that
Grady ‘Iripp—Ilike Chabon him-

self

had come to rue. Grady was five
years into his Big Novel, which in the
heat of his ambition had decomposed
into an unpublishable mess, 2,611
pages long and the end nowhere in
sight. Chabon imagined Grady as older
than himself, a middlc-aged university
professor. “T’hat made it a litde casier,”
Chabon recalls. “It gave me some dis-
tance from the pain of being trapped in
a book like that. That’s why T think 1
was able to make it humorous, to avoid
that tone of self-pity, 1 hope. When
Grady docs pity himself, he immediate-
ly busts himself for it, makes fun of
himselt.” -~

After six weeks, Chabon had churned
out 110 pages. He was sdll listening to
the voice, following it wherever it
would lead him, sans outline. The
Monkey’s Paw curse of his fictional
counterpart gradually grew to King
Kongesque proportions. In Wonder
Boys, not only has Grady’s marriage
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failed, but the wifc of his department
head, with whom he’s been conducting
a long affair, has revealed that she is
pregnant with his child. Terry Crabtree,
his dissolute old pal of an editor, has ar-
rived at the university’s WordFest liter-
ary conference, stoned on codeine and
with a tuba-toting transvestite on his
arm, demanding a look-see at the long-
awaited final draft.

Abandoning the exotic locales of
Fountain City, Chabon reverted to
Pittsburgh, where he went to under-
graduate school, as the setting. “I lived
in Paris after college and know it pretty
well, but not like Pitecsburgh. And
Florida—I've been there, but I was
pretty much imagining. With Pitts-
burgh, T could do at setting almost in
my sleep, so I could concentrate on the
characters and the story more.”

Chabon knew he was on to somerhing.
“I'd never had any fun writing Fountain
City,” he recalls. “It was just drudgery.
But | was really enjoying Wonder Boys.”

Seven months and a couple of rewrites
later, Chabon called New York. “I said,
‘Guess what? 1 finished my book...and
oh, by the way, it’s a different book than
the one [ signed to do.””

Mary Evans, his agent, is used to
Chabon springing surprises in his multi-
ple rewrites, but this was a bit, well...“1
was completcly shocked,” she recalls.
“We'd been working on Fountain City tor
a few years and actually some of his best
writing was in that book, although he
couldn’t get the two halves of it to mesh.”
But after she read through the first draft
of Wonder Boys, she says, “I knew he had
produced something astonishing.”

FIER READING WONDER Bors, 1178
hard to disagree. Careening wildly
through 365 pages in a battered
Galaxie 500, Grady survives a series of
increasingly bizarre misadventures,
from a calamitous seder at the home of
his estranged wife’s parents to the
dilemma of how to return a mink jacket
that once belonged to Marilyn Monroe
which inadvertently had been stolen
from his lover’s husband.
The action often is slapstick. But as in
The Mysterics of Pittsburgh, what really



jumps off the page is Chabon’s inventive
use of language, the crisp dialogue
punctuated with droll bon mots; the lyri-
cal internal monologues of his protago-
nist; the long, graceful sentences that
weave excruciatingly funny metaphors.
In recalling a literary party, Grady ob-
serves that “there were so many Pitts-
burgh poets in my hallway that if, at that
instant, a meteorite had come smashing
through my roof, there would never
have been another stanza written about
rusting fathers and impotent steelworks

S.J. Perelman to John Cheever and
Eudora Welty.” He laughs. “Plus, I have
a big vocabulary and I like to use it.”
Indeed, although Chabon has read the
entirety of Marcel Proust’s Remembrance
of Things Past, he admits to having read
relatively litde recent fiction. “I should,
but there is so much great writing out
there that [ haven’t caught up with the
contemporary writers yer. I'm still trying
to fill holes in my background—I've nev-
er read Walter Scott, for example, and
my Thomas Hardy is very limited. So if I

“UNDRESSING HER WAS AN ACT OF RECKLESSNESS, A KIND OF VANDALISM,

LIKE RELEASING A Z00 FULL OF ANIMALS OR BLOWING UP A DAM.”

and the Bessemer converter of love.” In
contemplating his zaftig mistress, who
favors figure-control pantyhose and
keeps her hair elaborately pinned, he
notes: “Undressing her was an act of
recklessness, a kind of vandalism, like
releasing a zoo full of animals or blow-
ing up a dam.”

And even as Grady comes to his most
disturbing epiphanies, the juxtaposition
of the sad and the ridiculous makes life
seem less than bleak: “I saw that I could
write ten thousand more pages of shim-
mering prose, and still be nothing but a
blind minotaur stumbling along on bro-
ken ground, an overweight, unsuccess-
ful wonder boy with a pot habit and a
dead dog in the trunk of my car.”

As with The Mysteries of Pittsburgh
and his 1991 short-story collection, 4
Model World, Chabon’s elegant prose is
a startling contrast to the herky-jerky,
jargon laden, television- and cyber-
space-influenced style of his contempo-
raries, such as Douglas Coupland. “I
guess my style reflects what I like to
read,” Chabon says. “I like writers
whose language is complicated, who do
interesting things with rhetoric and
phrasing and startle you with new con-
junctions of words. That will take you
anywhere from Vladimir Nabokov to

—FROM “WONDER BOYS”

read something that’s out now, I always
feel like 'm cheating, like I have to wait
for my dessert until I get through with
my dinner. But I did just read Odinary
Love and Good Will by Jane Smiley, and I
loved it. She’s great.”

OR A COMIC NOVELIST, CHABON

draws intimately believable charac-
ters. So much so, in the case of The
Mysteries of Pittsburgh and its bisexual
protagonist, Art Bechstein, that News-
week cited Chabon in a list of up-and-
coming gay authors. (Twice married, he
is now the father of a 7-month-old
daughter, Sophie.) “You just use your
imagination,” he explains. “I think that’s
all there is to it. It’s silly to say a man
can’t write a good woman character, or a
woman can’t write a man, or a black
writer can’t write a white person, or a
gay writer can’t do a straight person.”

At the same time, while his books
aren’t autobiographical in the strict
sense, his characters spring mostly from
different parts of his personality. In
Wonder Boys, for example, protagonist
Grady acquires an unwanted protege: a
painfully self-conscious student and
would-be novelist named James Leer,
an expert on movie-star suicide trivia.
“James is different from me, but like

We're The Manufacturer of Ferruccio Conti,
And Apis brand Italian Style Men's Dress Shoes,
Now Offering Amazing Oppurtunities.

1. Start your Own Business: We Have A
Package of Business Plan For Ambitious
personnel To Start Without Any Funds.

Just Call 714-373-4322 For Free Information

2. Best Shopping Chance: Welcome to Call
For Your Free 44 page Color Catalog:

1-800- 424 -9996 (24Hr.)
Conti Shoes Co.

Or Visit Our Factory Outlet Retail Store
14971 Chestnut St., Westminster, CA 92683
Tel:714-892-4682 Fax: 714-892-6962

PAINLESS HAIR REMOVAL
...A Revolutionary New Process

€
You are not alone
85% to 96%

of all

women & men

urs have unwanted hair!

cHin . )
We promise you won't

feel a thing...because nothing
actually touches your skin,

as opposed to

the painful ‘needle’ method.
specially designed tweezers
transmit harmless radio waves
directly to the hair root,

PERMANENT drying It up and the hair
MAKE-UP slides right out...painlessly!

i Make an appointment
Ul con (0 2 FREE TRIAL and

eycbrows) confidential consultation

with our trained experts. It's the easy,
painiess way to a more beautiful,
confident you. Do it today! |

Make an appointment now! |

Hair Removal Center
at Franco's Hair Salon

1151 N. Tustin, Orange 532-4322

ORANGE COAST —JUNE 1995 77



STATE-OF-THE-ART TECHNOLOGY

t The Elliott & True Medical Group,
O Dr. Eftiott and Dr. True still perform
el < surgery the way their grandfathers did in

Sir Henry Royee's day --very canciully, by the artisan-
surgeon’s hand. No staples or other short cuts are
ever utilized during their haiy transplantation and
bald arca reduction procedures. A few hundred to a
fow thousand precisely directed mono and mini grafts
are used to reercate a natural haihine and head of

I Call: (714) 263-0800 or 1-800-990-4247

Hair restoration procedures pertormed in Irvine for men & women

THE ELLIOTT & TRUE MEDICAL GROUP

A TROFESSTONAL v ol v hoN

hair, includimg a proper radially dirceted whorl
weowlick! in the crown. And, like their grandtathers,
Doctor Ethotcand Doctor True do not believe in
overcharging thar patienta, Thow per gralt tees are
among the lowest i the hair restoration tield
Even with the lavge number of grates used tor
superh and natural vesults, the overall cost will be
2 small traction o some of their competitors” fees
Consultations are ahwavs complimentary

WE'RE A LOT MORE THAN
A BELL ON YOUR WALL

Behind the bell. Behind the
famous Seacoast sticker. Behind
all the state-of-the-art protec-
tion devices we make and
install, are Seacoast central
station

When an alarm qoes off on
your property, we get the sig-
nal in a nearby, 24-hour-a-day
central station. If the signal
indicates fire, burglary or hold-
up, we call the police or fwe
department

Since our central station is
U.L. listed, our central station
customers can qualfy for a
sizable discount on their
insurance

And o increase our reach,
make response time even
faster, and improve efficiency,
we're computerizing our station.

But improvements aren’t new
. to Seacnast We've bheen get-
ting better for 21 years. And today we're the leaders in the security business in the harbor area with over
10.000 customers including a wide range of big and small retail. industrial and commercial establishments.

To find out more about our Seacoast centrat station write or come by our new facility at 2488 Newport
Bivd.. Costa Mesa

SEACOAST ENTERPRISES INCORPORATED
2488 NEWPORT BOULEVARD ¢ COSTA MESA
CALIFORNIA » 92627 * (714) 642-3490

SEACOAST
SECURITY SYSTEMS

78 ORANGEF COAST — TUNE 1995

CATCHER IN THE WRY

Grady, he’s a kind of projection of my-
self, taking parts and exaggerating
them, mixing them with things from
other people I've met. I can remember
being in the position that he was in,
wanting to write and trying really
hard—like the scene where he’s at the
party, and he’s hanging around in the
margins because he hasn’t been invited,
but he just wants to be there because
that’s where all the writers are.”

Chabon wanted to be in that literary
world from almost as far back as he can
remember. Born in Washington, D.C.,
Chabon grew up mostly in the Irvine-
like master-planned suburb of Co-
lumbia, Md. After his parents divorced,
he spent summers in Pittsburgh with
his father, a physician. “I was very book-
ish, almost nerdy when I was growing
up,” the author recalls. “I never had
many friends, maybe one close friend at
a time. I had a very active fantasy life—I
like to draw maps of imaginary king-
doms, and read science fiction and com-
ic books. I was always curious about the
writers who wrote the books that 1
liked. I remember trying to write a let-
ter to Robert Lawson, who wrote
Rabbir Hill and other kids” books that I
loved, and looking in the encyclopedia
to sec if they had his address, and dis-
covering that he was dead—I was just
crushed.”

"The beginning of Chahon’s own writ-
ing carcer was a short story he did for
his eighth-grade English class. “It was
about Sherlock Holmes joining forces
with Captain Nemo from 20,000 Lea-
gues Under the Sea,” he explains, smiling.
“Professor Moriarty had built himself an
ronclad, and T forget what else he was
doing that was so awful. But my teacher
gave me an ‘A’ and my parents thought
it was great.” As he pursued his dream at
the University of Pittsburgh in the early
1980s and then on a Henry Miller-in-
spired sojourn in Paris, his family con-
tinued to spur him on. “My parents are
both big readers of novels, and they
have a lot of respect for writing,” he
says. “I think they thought it was pretty
unlikely that T’d ever be a real writer,
but they never said that, and they defi-
nitely encouraged me 1o try ic.”



After his mother relocated to Oak-
land, Chabon drifted out to California
and decided that he wanted to go to
graduate school. When Stanford reject-
ed him, he was left to choose between
UC Davis and UC Irvine. “I picked
Irvine mostly because I came down to
visit and I rode the Balboa ferry, and 1
said to myself, “This is great, I want to
live here,”” he recalls.

When Chabon came to Irvine, he al-
ready had begun The Mysteries of
Pittsburgh, and the writing program’s
then-co-directors, Oakley Hall and the
late Don Heiney, quickly spotted its
promise. “The first time that Don saw a
section of it, he said, ‘You’re doing
great, just keep going and don'’t let any-
one distract you,”” Chabon says. “Every
step of the way, he was very support-
ive.” Indeed, as the Los Angeles Times
would later report, Heiney irked some
other writing students by not allowing
them to critique an early version of the
novel, fearing that Chabon would get
bogged down.

Although Hall, who has since retired,
claimed at the time that Chabon pro-
duced the novel without much help,
Chabon disagrees. “Oakley was more
critical and harder, and pushed me to
have my plot really down. Both of them
were really helpful, in different ways. If
both of them had been critical, or both
had patted me on the back, the book-
might not have come out the way it
did.”

Shortly before Chabon was to sub-
mit the novel for his final workshop, he
showed it to Heiney, who rushed it by
Federal Express—without Chabon’s
knowledge—to Evans, his own agent,
who agreed to represent the fledgling
novelist. The then-unheard of
$155,000 advance that The Mysteries of
Pittsburgh garnered from Morrow not
only turned Chabon into a literary
celebrity at age 24, but hyped UC
Irvine’s writing program as well.
Within two years of his splashy debut,
applications had doubled.

Since then, other UC Irvine writers
have gone on to spectacular successes;
Whitney Otto’s How to Make an Ameri-
can Quilt also reached the New York
Times list, and Mard Leimbach’s Dying
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Young merited a $150,000 advance and
was adapted into a film starring Julia
Roberts. With so many contemporary
novelists coming out of programs such
as UC Irvine’s rather than the real-
world experience that forged the Ernest
Hemingways and Henry Millers of ear-
lier generations, some question whether
literature is poorer and more sterile as a
result. Chabon, for his part, concludes
that “It’s a silly controversy—at this
point in time, it’s like arguing whether
there should be fluoride in the drinking
water. Maybe there was a time to debate
it, and maybe it was a communist con-
spiracy, but now kids’ teeth are beter.
And writers are coming out of programs
all over the country, and there’ a lot of
good writing out there, from what I can
tell. Bue I think writing should be
judged on its merits, and not whether
the writer got a degree.”

"Though he’s been a man of many for-
warding addresses—Paris, Pittsburgh,
Newport Beach, Seattle—Chabon hints
that he and his family will be making
their home in California from now on.
In late 1993, a year after returning to
Laguna Beacli, the couple moved to Los
Angeles when Ayelet was transferred
from the Santa Ana branch of the feder-
al public defender’s office to the down-
town Los Angeles office. “I really like
living here [in Southern California],”
Chabon says. “I feel a lot of affection for
the place.”

He’s written short stories set in Irvine
and Laguna Beach, but it may be a while
before Orange County shows up as a
setting for one of his novels. “A lot of
writing for me is remembering. As I get
farther away from a place, my memories
tend to take on a life of their own.
Certain parts of them become height-
ened, and I feel almost a kind of nostal-
gia for things I may not even have been
aware of when I was experiencing them.
I think back, and say, ‘Yeah, that was a
good place and a good time.” And those
strong emotions make it much more
vivid to me, and that makes it easier to
write about.” oC

Patrick §. Kiger is a freelance writer
living in Takoma Park, Maryland.



