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AUDIENCE:

APPLAUSE…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

That was fun! I’ve—I’ve never mentioned, I think, in public my seven words but I was in—inspired by our little deambulation as we…

T.C. BOYLE:
You know what? I love it, Paul, because my mother could’ve said the same thing to me—I have never stopped talking since birth…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…it’s… do ideas come to you in speaking? Do they—do they create something that then translates into your work?

T.C. BOYLE:
I don’t think so…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

No…

T.C. BOYLE:
…no, I think the…

INTERRUPTION
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…they’re separate activities…

T.C. BOYLE:
…[INAUDIBLE...]… come from the unconscious—when I’m unconscious! No! When I’m—when I’m not really thinking specifically—to make art, you can’t really have an outline; you can’t uh, push it—you can’t have an agenda. It’s just something that happens—I mean, it’s—people don’t wanna hear this… [whenever I address audiences they ask process questions: How do you do it? Well, it may be interesting how I do it but each person…

INTERRUPTION
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

How do you do it?

T.C. BOYLE:
…each person finds his own way…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:
How do you do it?

T.C. BOYLE:
How I do it? I work like a fanatic—seven days a week—not today, of course—I’m on tour now—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Though I might say…

T.C. BOYLE:
Yes…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…when we were in the special collections and you were looking at Dickens and you were looking at Nabokov and you were looking at Twain, you did want to make me nervous and you said, “You know…after—after seeing this I think—I just wanna go back to my hotel room and write…”

T.C. BOYLE:
Exactly! But, I’ve been able to address the public person, too; this is my twenty-sixth book coming out and I love to have conversations like this—I love to meet people; I love to go on TV and do radio—I’m a ham! However, when I’m not doing that, I have an introverted side, too, and that’s when you won’t see me and I won’t be responding to messages and I’m often up in the Sequoia uh, National Forest…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Mmm hmmm…

T.C. BOYLE:
…in a cabin that I rent and when I’m doing my work up there, it’s just more intense, uh, and I read more as well because…

INTERRUPTION
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Are you alone…

T.C. BOYLE:
…it’s boring!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…when you go?

T.C. BOYLE:
It’s very boring, Paul! 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Yeah…

T.C. BOYLE:
That’s why!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Is it?

T.C. BOYLE:
Yeah, yes! Of course, it is! And by the way, I feel much better about humanity when I’m there because there’s no newspaper; there’s no internet—there’s no TV! So…after three or four days I begin to [FALSE STARTS]... tell my wife, “You know? Maybe I complain too much—people aren’t really that bad…”

T.C. BOYLE:
…as long as you don’t have o see them!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

No…and we will come back to the way you feel about humanity… it’s … it’s pretty bleak… But…

T.C. BOYLE:
Well… let me interject—when I was on the tour for A Friend of the Earth—which I published in 2000—which is about ecotage and also uh, global warming—I addressed audiences around the world and during the Q&A, you know, it seemed pretty grim and pretty hopeless and people really, really wanted to have good news about the environment and I had to strain to come up with it and here it is! If, everyone could refrain from sexual relations—no cheating!—for one hundred years, the problem is solved!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Well, that offers us hope…

T.C. BOYLE:
…yes! … That’s… 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Uhm…

T.C. BOYLE:

…that’s the best I can do, Paul! [LAUGHTER...]…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Yeah…you know, reading you, I—I—it brought back to mind a line of—of Kafka I’ve always loved where he says, “There’s hope but not for us…”

T.C. BOYLE:

I love it, too…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Before we start talking, let’s listen to something—if you could play Audio 2…

AUDIO 2:
One… two… three… [MUSIC…]… I put a spell on you… MUSIC… because you’re mine… [SONG CONTINUES…]…

SONG FADES OUT…

T.C. BOYLE:

[LAUGHTER...]… I prefer Bach, but I couldn’t cut it…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

What—what did we just hear?

T.C. BOYLE:

This is me with a—a band that I had—very briefly!—called The Ventilators—they were professionals and they were geniuses and they had a little punk/ blues band with me and it was exhilarating and thrilling…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

What year was this?

T.C. BOYLE:
I would guess… mid-eighties in Los Angeles…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

And you wanted to be a—a musician at some point?

T.C. BOYLE:
I went to SUNY Potsdam, uh, here in New York, to be a musician, to the music school; however, I flunked my audition; I played saxophone. I could play it while uh, in the shower, standing on my hand, I could play the living hell of it. I could sight transpose but I didn’t really have a good sense of the rhythm of the music they expected us to play, that is, classical music. And I later gained that through Rock ‘n’ Roll, but at that time, I found myself in a liberal arts college—I did declare a major so I declared a history major—you can see from my books my love of history; second year we went into take a class in The American Short Story and I discovered Flannery O’Connor and John Updike and Philip Roth and others and particularly O’Connor lit up my life because here were stories that…broke all—all the rules. They were completely outrageous! They would take you from laughter to horror and back again so I declared a double major in English and History and in my third year, I blundered into a creative writing classroom and so, here we are! 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

I think it…it isn’t unfair for me to—to ask you to explain a little bit what this most extraordinary new novel of yours is—what the—the premise of it is…

T.C. BOYLE:

Well, you know, I… you don’t really know what your themes and obsessions are until you look back on a long career and I see that I’m most interested in questions of ontogeny and what we’re doing here, uh, our—our consciousness, our… unique being as an animal in nature and something beyond that, too—spiritually or mentally, in some degree, and so I’m always trying to resolve these questions and more basically, in terms of biology, if it weren’t—I—I love music, of course, and writing—but if it weren’t for math and physics, who knows? I might’ve been perfectly happy being a field biologist—I am utterly fascinated with—with the animals of the world and the environment; and so, this book comes out of that, Many of you may remember the Biosphere Experiment from ’91 to ’93 in which a friendly billionaire and a creator—John Allen—created a—an artificial world—a self-replicating artificial world—in the Arizona desert—3,800 species of plants and animals, four men, four women—sealed inside for two years! Could we have a Mars colony? If this biosphere were to collapse, could we support ourselves in some way? That was the notion of this experiment; at the time, I clipped out all the newspaper articles thinking, “Wow! I’ve gotta write about this!”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Then—then and there you—you started to…

INTERRUPTION

T.C. BOYLE:
But…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…use scissors…

T.C. BOYLE:

…but I started to use scissors... just then! But, like many people in society, I became disenchanted because they broke closure; so the fascination of this is what if they on Mars? How would that be? They’re not actually—they could walk out of that airlock anytime—but they promised us all that they weren’t going to do that. Within twelve days, one of the Biospherians cut off the tip of her finger in the threshing machine; one of the eight is a doctor, of course, and he sewed it back on but it wasn’t looking too good; in fact, it was looking kind of like a blood sausage. And so, she held it up to the glass for a hand surgeon to look at it and he said, “You must come out!” She came out for five hours only; they even estimated how many lungsful of our oxygen she took in in those five hours… and then she went back in—that’s it! But, for me—and I think, for much of the public—the whole thing was blown! It’s an imposture! So in my book, I’m positing…

INTERRUPTION
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

It’s a fraud…

T.C. BOYLE:
…a second closure and they—they’ve learned from the first one and no matter what happens, they’re not gonna open the airlock!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Have you met any real Terranauts?

T.C. BOYLE:

No, I haven’t met them and…

INTERRUPTION

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Have they read the—have they read the book?

T.C. BOYLE:
Oh, I don’t know but I’m sure if they do they would be burning me in effigy…I don’t come from a journalistic background so when like, Tom Wolfe, for instance, whom I love, uh, I don’t go to, you know, the firehouse and talk to the fire chief and live there and replicate his way of speaking and tell you how many, uh, dots are on the Dalmatian—I’m not comfortable with that; I don’t like that—I don’t wanna know about that. I want to get some material…

INTERRUPTION

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

[INAUDIBLE...] 

T.C. BOYLE:

…and let it fly! And make it up! So, I'd write the accounts of the original Biospherians, of course; I read all the history involved with it. The details of what my Ecosphere looks like are the details of the actual Biosphere; but beyond that, I’m kind of interested in what it would be like…   … to be trapped…with seven other people…

INTERRUPTION

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

[INAUDIBLE...]…

T.C. BOYLE:
…for two years!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

And that’s the recurring obsession?

T.C. BOYLE:
Exactly!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Being trapped…

T.C. BOYLE:

Hmmm mmmm… and again, on those… uh, you know, since I’ve been answering questions about this book for the last several days, uh, uh… people have posed this question to me: Would you want to be one of them? Well, of course not! I'd—you know, I'd rather go to solitary in San Quentin! No! There’s no way I would wanna be part of this! I need to go out of doors.

INTERRUPTION

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Well, I’m glad you asked…

T.C. BOYLE:

…stretch my legs…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…This question because I wasn’t going to ask it to you…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

So…

T.C. BOYLE:
Okay, well…
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…But—but I can imagine…I can imagine why one might ask it—you’ve spent so much time describing it that one might want to know how would it feel to be there and to be confined? Let’s look at what it looked like…

T.C. BOYLE:
Oh! Right!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Yeah! I think that’s important… right now…

T.C. BOYLE:
Yes!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…and let’s look…

INTERRUPTION
T.C. BOYLE:
It’s stunning architecture…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

… I mean…

T.C. BOYLE:

…to this day…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…I mean, it’s… and you’ve visited…

T.C. BOYLE:
Yeah…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…so, even though…

T.C. BOYLE:
…visitors are welcome, you know…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Yeah…

T.C. BOYLE:
…and…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…it made me want to go…

T.C. BOYLE:
No! It… really! It’s quite extraordinary!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…I mean, but not go [in]… not to live there, like you, I—I'd much…

T.C. BOYLE:
You know, Paul, in this view, it does look like—a space colony—it could’ve come out of Star Wars or something; again, they—they built this in the late eighties and early nineties…   … and of course, they—they chose Arizona because of the three hundred and thirty days of sunshine a year; the glass does prevent some of the solar energy coming through but they had to grow their own crops. One wonderful thing about the original Biosphere was it’s—it worked as a weight loss clinic—the men typically lost 18% of their body weight and the women 10% because they were essentially subsistence farmers and they were burning more calories than they were able to take in…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Let’s look at a couple of more, Image No. 2…

T.C. BOYLE:

This looks like this is the jungle; they had a… a jungle in there—a rainforest, they called it—and they—it—it then gave on to their ocean, which is basically an Olympic size swimming pool but very deep—as deep as this, because they’re… with tremendous chutzpah, they were trying to replicate several of the environments—basic environments—on Earth—a savannah, a desert, a rainforest, the ocean, et cetera.

T.C. BOYLE:

Oh, that’s the ocean itself; now—now it’s … it’s sadly in disrepair. When I was there, two years ago, they were taking up a collection to see if they could make it look more like the, you know, a nice aquarium like in Monterey and I—I hope that they will do that…

T.C. BOYLE:
The original Biospherians… 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

And so, you—you haven’t had the temptation to meet them?

T.C. BOYLE:
I think…

INTERRUPTION
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Not…
T.C. BOYLE:
…you know, I‘ve taken enough physical abuse in my day; I’m not as quick as I am with my—used be—with my fists, you know? I wouldn’t…

T.C. BOYLE:

…no, I wouldn’t want to meet them…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

No…

T.C. BOYLE:
I admire them! I’m happy—I —I loved what they…

INTERRUPTION

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

They all had a…

T.C. BOYLE:
…But…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…glowing smile, are they…

T.C. BOYLE:
Well, don’t forget—in—in their day, they were second only to the original astronauts…

INTERRUPTION

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Right!

T.C. BOYLE:

…in terms of the fascination…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Yeah!

T.C. BOYLE:

…the public had with them—they even aped the astronauts in having these red jumpsuits that they wore; it was a huge deal in the press. But not only… did they have the problem breaking closure—and then they broke it considerably in the second year; they needed to pump in oxygen because people were getting, oxygen deprivation sickness as if they were at a high altitude. So that was one factor but also as with the astronauts, remember when we went to the Moon; well, how exciting! But then, all the success of space shuttles and so on, a little less excitement for the public along the line and I think the same was happening with the Biosphere. And, of course, the initial plan was to have fifty two year closures; they only made it six months into the second one when the friendly billionaire became unfriendly—[LAUGHTER...]—and that was the end of the—the entire project!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

That happens—happens with billionaires…

T.C. BOYLE:
It does happen with them—yeah! They’re out there—they’re loose cannons on this Earth…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

I'd like to read a passage: Every two months, Richard gave each of us a thorough physical exam, including body measurements, blood and urine samples, pulse rate—both resting and after five minutes on the exercise bike, blood pressure and lung capacity. He did vaginal exams, checked our breasts so any signs of cysts or tumors and examined the men for hernias and prostate enlargements and/or cancer, concluding with a set of three full nude photos of each of us, front, side and rear. Why the thoroughness? Because as GC explained at the outset, our bodies were laboratories in themselves, and invaluable to the Project as anything either animate or inanimate in E2. The mission and mission control was unwavering about our compliance here. To pick just one example out of many, during our mission it was shown that after six months, our blood became flooded with lipophilic compounds—PCB, DDE and DDT—which had been released into our bloodstreams as we burned off the fat where it had been stored and there wasn’t one of us who wasn’t sobered by this evidence, evidence in the blood of what was wrong out there in the world. None of us had been miners or worked in chemical plants or nuclear facilities; we’d lived normal American lives in the wealthiest country ever known and nonetheless wound up accumulating these toxins in our bodies just from having lived and breathed and consumed the food and swallowed the water in E1 and if that doesn’t tell you something, I don’t know what does… and that’s it… That’s it. Exactly; people were always criticizing us, asking, “Where’s the science?” Well, here it was—right in your average American bloodstream…

T.C. BOYLE:

Pretty scary stuff!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

It [INAUDIBLE...]… I mean, you know…it’s not… uplifting…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…so why… so… tell me a little bit of what happens…

T.C. BOYLE:
When we were upstairs…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Yeah…

T.C. BOYLE:
…earlier, folks, we got to see some of the special collections—it was a real treat. And we got to see the books that Dickens would read from on stage with his emendations and uh, Isaac, the curator told us that he would cut out things that were offensive; he wanted—even in A Christmas Carol—he wanted the audience to have great cheer in these readings. And I think that’s wonderful; I think most authors would agree; I, however, have a different impression—I don’t wanna make you happy! I wanna make you miserable!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

[INAUDIBLE PHRASE...] … let’s look at images …nine and ten, if we could…   … no… Image 9 and 10… that isn’t quite right…
T.C. BOYLE:

It—the—the man in the picture looks vaguely familiar, though…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Yeah, it does…   … yeah…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Is it giving out?

T.C. BOYLE:

Oh, here we go…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

There we go… so that—that is the Dickens that we saw; it’s amazing, no?

T.C. BOYLE:
My first comment was, “He had great eyesight…”

T.C. BOYLE:
…when I’m reading on stage, you never know what the lighting will be. I print up a larger version because you don’t wanna be fumbling…

INTERRUPTION
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

[INAUDIBLE...]… very large version…

T.C. BOYLE:
Yeah… you don’t wanna be fumbling over it on stage but that’s astonishing! I mean, that is… miniscule!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

It’s astonishing; it’s also interesting how we would mark, you know, “Speak up…” “More pathos…” uhm…

T.C. BOYLE:
I don’t do that, Paul, and—and I love to perform—I really do! I—I am… don’t write any notes to myself but in reading it over prior to—to going out and giving it to the public—I might just underline something or make a little emphasis and I will cut out certain passages uh, even certain lines that when you're reading them, okay; but when you're trying to keep the audience from falling asleep in the dark, perhaps those lines are not necessary…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Well, what was interesting—Isaac mentioned this to you—what was—what was… [MICROPHONE PROBLEM] … sorry… sorry! Can you hear me now?

AUDIENCE:

[LAUGHTER...]…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Yeah… so, what was interesting in Dickens’ manuscripts is that in his reading copy, he would cut out everything that was slightly depressing—everything that was bleak…

T.C. BOYLE:

Including, uh, as Isaac said, the—the material about Scrooge, contemplating his own corpse and his own…

INTERRUPTION

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

That’s right…

T.C. BOYLE:
… tombstone!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

It’s—it’s probably fair to say that in your case, you would leave it in…

AUDIENCE:

[LAUGHTER...]…

T.C. BOYLE:
Absolutely! And again, I’m—I’m joking but uh…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

But you’re not really; I mean, every joke has…

INTERRUPTION
T.C. BOYLE:

Uh, that’s true…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…more than a shard of truth…

INTERRUPTION

T.C. BOYLE:

…that’s true! Every joke…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Yeah, yeah, every joke…

T.C. BOYLE:

…has some…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…every joke—every joke says something…

T.C. BOYLE:
It’s true—it does have some [INAUDIBLE...]…

INTERRUPTION
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Our sense of humor tells us a lot…

T.C. BOYLE:

Yes. I present myself to the public as a cheerful person—and I am a cheerful person—and I love humanity…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

I like how you say that…

INTERRUPTION
T.C. BOYLE:

…especially the women…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

… “I’m a cheerful person…”

T.C. BOYLE:

…and uh…   … uh… inside, however, I am in utter despair at all times—far, far bleaker than Samuel Beckett—he was a song ‘n’ dance man compared to me!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Alright! We know who to turn to. Let’s look at Image Ten also, just to give us a little bit more of a sense of there is another passage… I love that tone to mystery. This was what you saw just—just a moment ago; I wanted you to…

T.C. BOYLE:

He’s coaching himself to…   … slow down and change the…

INTERRUPTION

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Slow down…

T.C. BOYLE:
…tone in his voice…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…but, is there something about that passage of yours that I read, uhm…   … if you could help us understand a little bit better… you know, these…   … this doctor looking over the… 

T.C. BOYLE:

Again, uh, look at the—read them the epigraphs from the book, if you would—or I could—I could—I could read the epigraphs…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

The epigraphs are extraordinary and—and I want to—to challenge them a little bit…

T.C. BOYLE:

I have them here, let me…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Okay—you read them…

T.C. BOYLE:
…[INAUDIBLE...]… there’s a thing that attracts me here is the intimacy and so this—what the passage you read is from Dawn Chapman who is one of the three iNarrators of this book—two women, one man. And uhm, the invasiveness of this, uh, within the Dome itself but also outside uh, Mission Control is observing their every move [and] everything is on camera—like, for instance, the society we live in today—but in those days it hadn’t quite happened yet; so I wondered about…uh, the sort of stickiness of all of this and, “Where is your privacy?” and “Where is your own uh, possession of yourself and your body?” you know? So I begin a book—I don’t know what it will be, I’ve done my research, I’ve gone to the place—I didn’t talk to the Terranauts specifically, and I like to have a—a kind of idea of structure and in this case, there are four sections that it just seems totally natural—there is Pre-Closure, when they’re all competing—eight will be chosen of sixteen; then there’s Year One of Closure, Year Two and then there’s re-entry when they come back. So I had that notion of structure and I also had these epigraphs and the title—The Terranauts; so the epigraphs are in opposition to one another and they stand as a kind of proposition and when I begin, I’m wondering: “Well, is this true or not?” So...

INTERRUPTION

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

You love epigraphs…

T.C. BOYLE:
Excuse me? I do…

INTERRUPTION
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

You generally—you love epigraphs…

T.C. BOYLE:

I always use an epigraph…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Yeah…

T.C. BOYLE:
…some authors don’t—they… plunge you right in; I—I really like it—it—again, it’s an aid for the reader, I think, but for me, especially, it’s an aid to give me something tonally about what this might be; so the first is from Margaret Meade and it is, “Never doubt that a small group of committed, thoughtful people can change the world; indeed, it is the only thing that ever has…” And the second is from Sartre’s Huis Clos, or No Exit: “L’ enfer, c’est les autres…” So, hell is other people…

T.C. BOYLE:
…there’s a big distance between those two quotes and I’m wondering which proposition is the one… the story will subscribe to, or will it meld the two? I don’t know. But it gives me a part [sic]—point of departure…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

How—well, first of all, for the first epigraph, I—I—I recently had occasion to—to speak with Margaret Atwood and I mentioned that epigraph to her and she really was not sure… 

T.C. BOYLE:
You know, Paul, I’m not sure either…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Yeah…

T.C. BOYLE:
…I wasn’t—I wasn’t able to track down what book it came from… and I tried; but that doesn’t really matter…

INTERRUPTION
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

[INAUDIBLE...]…

T.C. BOYLE:

…I’m writing fiction here, folks; I'd love what Margaret Meade did and who she is and that—at least …

INTERRUPTION

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

But she’s making a strong…

T.C. BOYLE:

…[INAUDIBLE...]…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…she’s making a statement there…

T.C. BOYLE:
Mmm hmmm… yes…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

And it’s an interesting statement, uh… you know, just a few committed people can change the world…

T.C. BOYLE:
Well, I mean I guess we’d have to ask, uh, Lenin and Trotsky about it and uh… Raoul and uh, and Fidel and—and others, yeah…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Others I can think about, too, yes; but as for Sartre, it’s probably I—I—I imagine it’s just about at the most famous statement—short statement—he made; and it’s one that’s been with me possibly my whole conscious life and I’m again—forgive me, I know—it’s fiction but again, it’s a very strong sentiment and one that I feel very often morning and night, whenever I take the subway…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

… and yet I wonder how true it is a description…

T.C. BOYLE:

Mumph…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…of humanity—in other words, is it a true description of humanity? Does it leave out a whole side of what it means to be human, such as kindness and tenderness? It might be, you know, Sartre was often criticized for reducing—nearly objectifying—the other so that when I look at you, what I really want to do is kill you! My—my eyes really want to eliminate you! I loved that when I was eighteen… and I loved it when I was twenty-one and later and I’m—I’m sort of wondering and I’m—and at the same time I think it’s a fantastic epigraph to your book because in a way, your book is a footnote to Sartre…

T.C. BOYLE:

Yes, of course; and so, uh, you know, I’ve been revolving these themes for a long time, uh a small group of people uh…   … especially a kind of cult under a given leader and I’ve done this several—in several books and I keep exploring it so that I liken this as a kind of uhm…   … the opposite of Drop City from 2003 in which a group of people in the Back to the Earth Movement—hippies, that is—take a commune from California to Alaska—the—the Final Frontier of America—so they’re expanding outward and the proposition there is, “Could we go back to living more simply?” Well, of course, the answer is “No…”——there are seven billion of us and we’re eating up everything there—that—that exists…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

[INAUDIBLE...] not stopping sex for a hundred years…

T.C. BOYLE:
And, we’re not stopping sex for a hundred years… and so maybe part of the fascination of this particular book with me is that now we take Drop City and we put them under glass but with Big Brother watching: How would that be? Again, a lot of what I write is a way of… just wondering uh, “What if…” and “Does it work—work itself out?”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

I read somewhere that you have this idea of the “Whatifness…”

T.C. BOYLE:

Yeah.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…which I like very much; what…

INTERRUPTION
T.C. BOYLE:

Absolutely!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…what—what if something could occur, what would happen to us? And you love these situations which we might call situations— impossible situations—asphyxiating situations…

T.C. BOYLE:

Yes, yes, but we all do… uh…   … it—it—conversation around the dinner table, everybody will say this: “Yeah, okay—you know? We’ve got this maniac running for President; but what if…”

T.C. BOYLE:

…you know, what if? I mean we all---

T.C. BOYLE:
…we all… It’s a… it’s the way we make our imaginations leap into some other sphere…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Does this moment in history make you take this question of “What if…” a little bit further and make you think, “I might want to write about…”

T.C. BOYLE:
I’m…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…that?

T.C. BOYLE:

…not so much interested in politics in general overall; I… do recall one of my early stories—a very fanciful one—is called The New Moon Party and it’s a political satire and here it is! Uh, a party which is sort of on the run, uh, has to find a candidate to run against the strong incumbent; well, they find a man who has one fixed idea and this fixed idea is this: Look at the Moon, in the sky—it’s a shabby thing! I mean, it’s got holes in it! It’s uh, it’s bleak; we’re—we’re America! Let’s… build a new Moon! Let’s put a new Moon up there! You know? We’ll make it out of stainless steel…

T.C. BOYLE:
…and so they do—they do—they do it! But, unfortunately because of little issues of gravitation and so on—it’s a catastrophe!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

And there you stopped… your characters are—are fascinated with celebrity…   …just being famous… and I think…

T.C. BOYLE:
These characters in this book are, in particular…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Yeah…

T.C. BOYLE:
…because they are the select group and they’re on the cover of the major magazines and every TV show and so on; I don’t really know about that—uh, mention an example of…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

I’m—I’m just wondering if celebrity as such what one might—we had Tim Wu here last week and he speaks about micro-celebrity, I mean, we all are trying in some way…

T.C. BOYLE:
Ahhh…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…I mean, you know, in—in some way we’re trying to create a persona—I think social media helps us…

T.C. BOYLE:
We want love! We—we want love…

INTERRUPTION
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Well, there you have the other…

T.C. BOYLE:
[INAUDIBLE...]… we’re giving love to the world…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…side…

T.C. BOYLE:


…I’m giving love to the world! I receive love in—in return! This is what I expect! This is the way the world should go! 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

That’s a[n] other side of—of Sartre that he doesn’t quite cover…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

No, we want—we want love and we—we want more than thinking that other people are just…   … the Inferno…

T.C. BOYLE:
Exactly… exactly. And so it stands as a proposition; so when I was a student at Iowa, the older writers would come around town—guys like Bill Styron and Vonnegut and so on—and they would give us a reading and then they would talk to us. And almost to a man and woman, they would say that you know, creating a novel—creating art—is not so much about destroying your enemies and getting great love and being a powerful individual on the planet; it’s more about the process itself. And I heard this over ‘n’ over and I said—privately—“Well, what bullshit! Of course, it’s about the destroying your enemies! Why would you do it?”

T.C. BOYLE:

But, of course, they were right and uh, I couldn’t imagine not being a writer and not having uh, to make art everyday! This is what I’ve done all my life and I’m always thinking of what’s next; I’ve already delivered the next book, which is a collection of—of stories and I am not taking the notes for the next novel…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Yeah, tell me a little bit—I didn’t quite understand what that was; I was going to ask you but you were—when we were in the Special Collections, you were talking about taking notes—taking notes for—I mean we showed you counterculture documents which intrigued you and I hope you come back, by the way, to see more of them and to see our, you know, we have a Timothy Leary Archive here; there [are] things for you look at…

T.C. BOYLE:
Well, we’re hinting at what the subject of the next novel is but I don’t really want to…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Okay—don’t!

T.C. BOYLE:
…go so far in revealing it in case it never happens but I think it will…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Okay—that’s…

T.C. BOYLE:

…and it will be set in the early sixties and it will deal with uhm, let’s say, some of the chemical discoveries of that era…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Yeah! I—I think, enough said enough said will…
T.C. BOYLE:

And the stories, Paul, you know…
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

[INAUDIBLE...]…

T.C. BOYLE:

…again, I’m always trying to do something I haven’t done because I don’t wanna…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Right…

T.C. BOYLE:
…repeat myself or get in a rut; so that for instance, in this book, I’ve never had three iNarrators before—how would that go? Maybe it would give it an air of intimacy—each person is intimately talking to you. And so, in the new book of stories, which is called, The [INAUDIBLE...] Box from a story many of you will know that was in The New Yorker, I think two years ago or so—I wanted to have a return somewhat to the kind of really imaginative off-the-wall surreal kind of stories I wrote when I first started out and so some are like this and some are like uh, uh… 

T.C. BOYLE:
…The Fugitive, which was in The New Yorker a few months ago, uh, which is I guess straightforward realism which I—by the way I was never able to attempt when I was a young man; but some are a return to that, a very fanciful kind of—of writing and I really enjoyed it; it—it was just a way of staying fresh…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

In… in your book you—you have characters perform La Cantatrice Chauve—a bald soprano—and I wonder why but I’ll read a—I’ll read a little passage—very short… … here’s how your characters react when they found out that they’ll be performing La Cantatrice Chauve I mean… What’s an obsession with the theatre of the absurd: Malcolm says, clearly disgusted by the choice as am I, too; what does this have to do with the mission or the environment or anything, really? It’s just stupid! That’s all! Amateurish like something you’d see in a TV sit-com if sit-coms allowed for long strings of non sequiturs…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…so, I mean I—Ionesco is someone who’s mattered to me for a long time and I just… I'd love to hear you say something …
INTERRUPTION

T.C. BOYLE:

God, that’s wonderful stuff! Paul, read some more…

T.C. BOYLE:
…no! [LAUGHTER...]…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

You like it?

T.C. BOYLE:
Uh, in… in the original biosphere--the history that I’m working from—and then projecting…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

That’s interesting…

T.C. BOYLE:

…into fiction…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Yeah…

T.C. BOYLE:

…uh, it was very much self-consciously theatrical; this cult—this group of the ecologists under a strong leader—in my case, I call him GC—god the Creator—uh, felt that to bond as a team, they would work together for several years, uh, in projects that really strained them, for instance, they had a… a ranch in the Australian outback and they would all have do duty there and work and support each other and they had a—a research vessel in the Caribbean and they would all have go on this and uh, and do research. But also, strongly, they did theatrical productions as well; I mean, it’s fascinating! Here are…

INTERRUPTION

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

And they did …

T.C. BOYLE:

…a group of ecologists…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…yeah…

T.C. BOYLE:
Yeah… 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Why? And…

T.C. BOYLE:

As—as—as a—as a group, bonding… oh… effort, I guess, I mean, uh…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

What plays did they… 

T.C. BOYLE:
I’m not sure which…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…perform…

T.C. BOYLE:
…well, I don’t really even know…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…you don’t know…

T.C. BOYLE:
…what ones they did; but, of course…

INTERRUPTION
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

It would be interesting to know…

T.C. BOYLE:

[INAUDIBLE PHRASE...] for my own purpose…

INTERRUPTION
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Well, look… yeah…   … why—why the bald soprano?

T.C. BOYLE:
For… so that you could read that quote right there…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

 Yeah… when I…

T.C. BOYLE:
…because of course, these are plays that are… still current…

INTERRUPTION

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…and still per—and still performed, actually…

T.C. BOYLE:
…but in that era as well…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Yeah…

T.C. BOYLE:
…you know? And I think because the Theatre of the Absurd might make some sort of comment on what is going on in this particular uh, arena under glass here…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Is Ionesco of importance to you?

T.C. BOYLE:

He had been very much so when I was first beginning to write; in fact, my first—the first thing I ever produced was a one-act play in the absurdist manner; it…uh… I’m sorry if I’m repeating things other people have heard here but, uh, it was called The Foot; and as the curtain opens, you see a suburban couple sitting here with their coffee table and they’re both sobbing and in the middle is a wreath of flowers and in it is the foot… [FALSE STARTS]... the amputated foot of a little child—their little child—a little sneaker and a raggedy bloody sock; well, just before the play opens he has been entirely consumed by an alligator—all they got back was the foot!

T.C. BOYLE:

So, as you can see……this is quite hilarious…how do to they deal with this? And I was very much under the spell of—of all the absurdist playwrights at that time; somehow though, uh… maybe because you have to work with other people in the theatre … fiction became much more attractive to me so that I really don’t have to deal with anyone…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

But… thus we’re back to Sartre! But—but, I mean… have you seen La Cantatrice Chauve performed in—in France? In Paris? It’s…
T.C. BOYLE:
No…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…it’s still going on for maybe now fifty-five or sixty years; it’s quite—quite extraordinary to see it. When you’re next there you should go; it’s right in the Quartier Latin, Theatre de la Huchette.. 
T.C. BOYLE:

Oh, you talk as if I have free time; when I’m in Paris—where I was recently—by the way, I am a slave to my publisher! You know and—and—and I can’t extend the trip…

INTERRUPTION
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Well, you…

T.C. BOYLE:
…because I’ve gotta rush home and write the next novel; otherwise, what would these poor people do in their spare time?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

True… but… but… consider it research and development. You… I think you—you need to go and see it; I would… one thing that always struck me about Ionesco which I loved which is a fact you may or may not know—is that he wrote a grammar book for American students who had learned French…

T.C. BOYLE:

Umh…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…and you can imagine, you know, the master of the absurd, I mean the way we learn languages, so, he would say: Le platfond est plus haut… “the ceiling is above…” And Le sol et en bas—and you would repeat that twenty times and of course, the more you repeated it, the more absurd it became…

T.C. BOYLE:
…which is why you get some of the repetition…

INTERRUPTION

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

That’s right!

T.C. BOYLE:
…in this particular play… Interesting… I would think—and I would certainly be tempted if I were him—to—to not simply give us the phrase “The ceiling is above and the floor is below” but to reverse them…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Right!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

You would do that!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…now… 

T.C. BOYLE:
Yeah, back to uh, working as a playwright…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Yeah…

T.C. BOYLE:
…I have never worked in—in film; [I] moved to the West Coast—I lived there most of my life and I know many people in film; my daughter is in film herself—and uh…I have good friends in the audience tonight who are in film; I’ve never been tempted to participate simply because I can’t imagine working on art in conjunction with anybody else and I will tell you a humorous story about this: when my first novel came out—Water Music—I then had one of the most famous agents in Hollywood—Evarts Ziegler, Jr.—Ziggy—uh, he was now an elderly man; he had a very, raspy voice like this… and there were offers coming from various people to make Water Music into a movie. But they wanted my participation and I steadfastly refused and finally, he called me up in exasperation [INAUDIBLE...] —“Jesus, there’s so and so! And they really wanna do it! You gotta listen to ‘em!” and I said, “Well, of course, I will do it but I have certain demands. I want to write it, direct it, star in it and play all the principal female roles in drag…”

T.C. BOYLE:
…so that was the end of my film career!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Yeah, I was about— 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…I was about to say an offer he couldn’t refuse but…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

..but you love film… Let’s look at… let’s look at Video One, if we could…

40:58

VIDEO STARTS 

[A SCENE FROM THE BIG LEBOWSKI… “That wasn’t her toe, Dude…” “Whose toe was it, Walter?” “The fuck should I know!”

SCENE CONTINUES…

41:45

SCENE CONTINUES…

42:30

SCENE CONTINUES…

SCENE IS OVER AT ABOUT 42:54…

T.C. BOYLE:

Alright, you got me, Paul--I wrote and directed that… 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

This is a sensibility that speaks to you…

T.C. BOYLE:
Absolutely! I love the film!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Well, what about it?

T.C. BOYLE:
Excuse me?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

What about it? 

T.C. BOYLE:

What about it?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Yeah… what about it…

INTERRUPTION
T.C. BOYLE:

I love the, uh… the absurd humor; it’s—it’s marvelous. Uh, most American comedies are something that you want to run screaming from but the Coen Brothers uh, they speak to me—very deeply; and in fact, there are many reasons why I do not believe in a supreme creator uh one of them is that the Coen Brothers have never adapted any of my books into a movie. If they did…

T.C. BOYLE:
…maybe I would have a little more reason to believe in a benign universe…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Back to the—the bleakness… in reading The Terranauts, one doesn’t have… there’s not too many shards of hope the universe seems pretty—pretty dark and one has an impression that…  you know, there’s this wonderful line of Paul Valery about the future; he says, “The future isn’t what it used to be…” and…  I think you—you—you might agree with the—the notion that things are are very bleak and they’re very bleak because of the way we’re treating nature… 

T.C. BOYLE:
Yes, but I must now speak optimistically—we don’t wanna send everybody home sobbing and trying to commit suicide…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

But you know, I—I would say—I would say that it isn’t necessarily a reason not to live with optimism; if you are sick and you go and see a doctor and the doctor tells you you’re okay, then there’s no hope; so, there is … you’re giving us a temperature of the world, as it were…

T.C. BOYLE:
Uhm, you know I love to be a jokester—I can’t help it—it’s my natural being; but in fact, I have found my reason to live and making art and being alone in nature. I could describe myself as an environmentalist because I like to be by myself in the woods and that doesn’t necessarily mean that I’m a misanthrope—although it might!— uh, it’s that uh… I need it so desperately. As we were talking earlier, people said, “Well, would you go in—into the uh, Biosphere?” Of course not! Uhm, it’s hard to explain to people who have no experience of nature why it’s important to have wild places; it’s part of our soul and our being as animals and I need it so desperately! It’s something that uh, for instance, be—before I went off on this uh, book tour and all of this, uh, I spent most of the last two months doing research and taking notes up in the Sequoia National Forest where I go many months a year and everyday when I was done with work, I would go deep into the woods—I’ll—I’ll bring a book—but I’m just feeling something larger than what we feel when we’re out bustling on the street or sitting at our computer, even. Uh, it’s—it’s hard to describe to people who—for whom nature is a couple of pigeons and some dying trees, you know? 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Describe it a little bit because I long for it…You know, I—I in—in an exchange we had recently, you told me that one of your reasons for—for pride was that you recently were awarded the Thoreau Prize, which is usually…

T.C. BOYLE:

Yes… [INAUDIBLE...]…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…as you said, they’re only given to non-fiction writers…

T.C. BOYLE:

…this is huge and I was so…

INTERRUPTION

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Why?

T.C. BOYLE:

…happy to be recognized for the fact that I am writing…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

[INAUDIBLE PHRASE...] 

T.C. BOYLE:

…environmental, uh, stories but I’m giving them some—some depth I hope and some attraction to people to ponder some questions… uh, I don’t have any answers to it; normally, what happens why people are turned off to environmentalism is because it’s exclusively negative. No environmentalist would give a breath of hope for our species; how do you deal with that? You know, even the nature movies for children, you know? It shows you the beaver and the beaver’s living in a clean stream…

T.C. BOYLE:

…and the beaver builds a little uh, lodge and he has these beautiful… and she has these beautiful little children; but then the narrator comes on at the end and says, “But they all will be dead soon because of nuclear waste and we’re polluting our streams and you’re using to much plastic, et cetera…” so, it’s true but it’s very negative., you may now, my book, When the Killing’s Done—uh, 2011—and it deals with something that happened quite near to me—I live in Santa Barbara—in the Channel Islands, uh, the least visited National Park, by the way, the reason being to get there you have to go in a boat for an hour and vomit…   … uh, it’s—it’s pretty remote. But there is this wonderful concatenation of—of events where invasive species—introduced species—had—had caused [INAUDIBLE...] chaos in this environment and the ethical question was, , “Do we have the right to remove them and to tinker with it and to make our own world in our own image?” Uh, after all, the animals are innocent…   … they were brought there by us. For instance, there is a character in the book who is known at the rat savior and again, it’s based on a guy I read about in the paper. The Park Service decided in two thousand…   … one that they were going to bomb Anacapa Island with rat poison in order to eliminate the invasive rats which were killing the native mice and of course, the ground nesting birds which had evolved in the absence of these predators; there was a great furor about it—I mean, they’re dropping poison on—in a National Park. One guy—with a confederate—went out in his boat with huge backpacks full of Vitamin K—which is the antidote to Coumadin—and threw it all over and was arrested by the Park Service for feeding animals in a National Park without a permit and interfering with a National Park Service operation. You couldn’t make it up—it’s so absurd! And yet, this character as I portrayed him is extremely obnoxious and a—a true misanthrope but he has one uh, core principal and that is, “Thou shall not kill…” even a rat. Uhm, and I wanted to just explore the ethics of that and a lot of the people who came to hear me in that era and still today—are biologists and they say to me—as I guess the Thoreau People are saying—uh, “You’re doing something for getting out our message but you’re dramatizing it and whether it’s negative or not, the audience can be absorbed with it and make these consider [sic]… uh, these determinations for themselves…” 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

You know, it…a line that I always loved of W.S. Merwin, he said that on the last day of the world, he would plant a tree… and—and it’s that—that longing that I—I experience when you’re talking about your immersion in nature, I really have the feeling, you know, what—  … what am I doing? Why don’t I go—as you do—  … and just leave whatever it is that is keeping me here…

T.C. BOYLE:

Uhm…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…behind?

T.C. BOYLE:

…money, for instance.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Uhm…

T.C. BOYLE:

…we were—we’re caught in this the crazy capitalist civilization and society that‘s given us all of this but it also posits infinite product and infinite consumers and uh, we can’t get off that wheel ever and again, as we were talking earlier about Drop City, yeah, sure, it’d be great if we all could go back to the land but, of course, there is no land! And there are too many of us! So, what do you do? Maybe you go…into a biosphere! I don't know! I’m… I’m—I’m exploring all these avenues for my own purposes…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

You—you live in a—a rather remarkable house; I'd like to actually show what—what kind of a house you live in so that we also understand what you leave behind when you to the National Park…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…so if we could look at images 5. 6 and 7… We’ve seen that already…and you wrote about it, too…

T.C. BOYLE:

Yes! I—I wrote The Women, which is told from the point of view of the women in Frank Lloyd Wright’s life as an excuse to learn about the architect who designed this house; this is his first California house—it’s in—in the prairie style. Unfortunately, you’re only seeing the north side of it; it’s very dramatic from the east side; however, we are only the…   … third owners of this house. The first two each lived there for forty years and—if we’re blessed—maybe we will, too—it’s facing east; it was initially on five acres. Mrs. Blickenstaff— the second owner—sold off her property to the east here to her sons so her son could build a house so this is occupied by the people now and uh, no one except, journalists, friends and family—and interviewers—get to see the house from—from the front. It’s made of redwood; it was listing to the east a little bit when I first acquired it, one of my close friends whom I grew up with—uh, another is in the audience tonight—restores old houses and he came and lived with me for a period of time and the first thing he did was jack it up and put a foundation because Frank Lloyd Wright as he often did with his houses, built it on stone piers and now, after—this is 1909—and then [FALSE STARTS]... then it was uh, uh, you know, ninety years old or something—and uh, it had held up pretty well; all that redwood is original redwood…

T.C. BOYLE:

…of course, I’ve been gone for three days now so it’s probably just a pile of dust…as you all know…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

That’s—that’s the hopeful part of you…and I think unlike quite a few writers, you—you truly enjoy…   … reading in public and enjoy the performative aspect of literature; and you…

T.C. BOYLE:

I do…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…you do…

T.C. BOYLE:

I do and there are several reasons, of course, as I said earlier—I’m a ham! And I love an audience! But also it’s the most essential thing that we do in our love of literature; my mother taught me how to read. I was a very squirrelly hyperactive kid, I suppose…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

How to read mean—meaning how to read aloud? Or how to read…

T.C. BOYLE:

To hear her voice reading aloud to me… and we also had an English teacher in the eighth grade—Donald Grant—whom some…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Yeah…

T.C. BOYLE:

…of the people in the audience will know—he was an amateur actor; he would if we were good on Fridays read us one of the chestnuts of American literature—To Build a Fire—the Most Dangerous Game—and he was an actor so…  I went out of the class trembling! You know, no other class did this to me. And I always think of him and of my mother when I’m reading aloud. In an—in an arena where people are seated and comfortable and it’s dark and they can just let the voice carry them…

INTERRUPTION

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

What is it…

T.C. BOYLE:

..this is why we love…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Yeah… yeah…

T.C. BOYLE:

…stories…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Yeah… 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Say I’m tempted to ask you just a little bit more…

INTERRUPTION

T.C. BOYLE:

Go for it! 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…about… I’ll go for it! Is your mother reading and what was it in the grain of her voice that—that touched you? What—what—what was it about, I mean, she taught you how to read; she’d also probably taught you like my mother was trying to listen but what was it in the way she read—if you can recall it back to memory now—that—that touched you then and continues to touch you perhaps now?

T.C. BOYLE:

Can I recall her voice? [INAUDIBLE...]…

INTERRUPTION
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Can you?

T.C. BOYLE:

She’s been dead for…thirty-five years… no, I can’t; not really, especially as a young child being read to. But it was the fact of her doing the reading to me—for me—especially that is so important I think for anybody’s developing a love of story and storytelling. 

T.C. BOYLE:

I mean, you know, it—today, of course, everything we do is recorded for posterity or to be tossed in the dumpster or for the various security agencies to play with, but I don’t have any record of my mother, uh, on film or what her voice was actually like—that’s lost. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Do you regret it?

T.C. BOYLE:

Excuse me?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Do you regret it?

T.C. BOYLE:

Uh! God! Of course, I do! I regret having been such an inveterate punk, uh, and never having grown mature enough to have a rapprochement with my parents that many people are lucky enough to have; my own children by the way, uh, are uh—all three of them—are productive people who actually seem to like their parents and like each other and furthermore, they each send me a nice little check each month to thank me for being their father…

T.C. BOYLE:

[LAUGHTER...]… see! Ionesco could’ve written that line!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Yeah, for sure! Let’s—let’s listen to—to Audio Number One… uh, Number Three if we could… and loud!

AUDIO NUMBER THREE STARTS…

…AND RUNS THROUGH ABOUT…

59:29

T.C. BOYLE:

Okay… who is it? Is it Borges?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

It is…

T.C. BOYLE:

Ahh… I thought so… uh, a great hero of mine; I heard him only once in public and uh, I was a…   … assistant editor at the Iowa Review and I transcribed the talk he gave and I presume that was part of it… [LAUGHTER...]… It’s a few years ago, Paul, you know? Forgive me if I don’t remember every word [INAUDIBLE...]…

INTERRUPTION

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

No, no, no, no, no…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…but it’s a—it’s—it’s partly because of we’re going to hear you read…

T.C. BOYLE:

Hmmm…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…and…   … the—the grain of the voice, as I was saying, the—there’s something about hearing writers read that is irreplaceable and here hearing him read in the particular way and talking in that particular hesitant way but so forceful and so humorous…

T.C. BOYLE:

I agree with you totally so we had the privilege of seeing some of the manuscripts today; but there’s also something that libraries have begun to collect and that is videos and—and audio of authors, I mean how great it would be not only to see Dickens’ performing manuscript but to see a film of him performing. Uh, marvelous! Very early in my career, I was invited to Michigan…   … City, Indiana where they had a great public library that had been funded by somebody to do precisely that, to get uh, writers to go there, give a performance and have a—a long discussion like we’re having—an hour discussion—about their oeuvre and so on—and uh, what a great idea! I—I—I would love to see what they’ve got in their archives now!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

And sometimes it can be… disappointing when you—when you hear the voice of a writer; it can be jarring. But I think here it really contributes to an understanding—it’s another side of it—

INTERRUPTION

T.C. BOYLE:

Exactly!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…so it…   … just before you hear you read, I'd like to play one more of your heroes—I won’t tell you who it is; I think you’ll recognize immediately. So if you could play Audio Number Four…

01:01:39

AUDIO NUMBER FOUR COMMENCES…

…AND GOES ON UNTIL IT ENDS AT ABOUT… 01:02:40…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

[INAUDIBLE...]…

T.C. BOYLE:

So…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

[INAUDIBLE...]…

T.C. BOYLE:

…John… John wasn’t a great reader; he didn’t pause always. He uh, he ran on but it was John Cheever reading a story that you love! There are at least two people in this room tonight who were at Iowa with me when our friend—Raymond Carver—began to get a lot of attention and uh, he—we knew he was great and we saw his stories in little magazines and finally, uh, Will You Please Be Quiet, Please? was published and got a great review in the New York Times and so on and Ray came back and gave us a reading. And he was extremely shy and didn’t want to do this but now he’s forced into doing it; I remember we were in a… just a… large… classroom/lounge sort of thing, uh, one light—a little lamp—and he was sitting there and sort of whispering into it and he read his story—nobody said anything, which is one of my very favorites and uh, it didn’t matter! It was the author himself giving you his own voice and it’s—it’s a marvelous thing and I do think that what libraries are doing today in preserving those voices is a real boon for future generations…   … if there should be future generations…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Uhm…

T.C. BOYLE:

…so, uhm… 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…so…

AUDIENCE:

[LAUGHTER...]…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…the verdict is out, whether there’ll be future generations. Just before uhm, you read, I’ll—I’ll finish with a quotation that could serve as an epigraph to perhaps your next book; it’s a quotation by…   … a kind of heavy, by Horckheimer and Adorno… and it goes like this:

I do not believe that things will turn out well; 

but the idea that they might is of decisive importance…

Now, we’ll have the author himself read…

INTERRUPTION

T.C. BOYLE:

I’ve already used uh, a Calvino quote for one of my books, that is almost as bleak … the best you can expect is that the worst will not happen…

AUDIENCE:


[LAUGHTER...]…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Well, on that note….
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

…if we could have you read, that would be a pleasure…

T.C. BOYLE:

Yes, of course… happily! Do I have a podium? Oh! There is it… okay… Thank you so much… so, I have a story coming in the November 7 New Yorker; it’s a new story from this new book and I really like to read it; unfortunately, I can’t read you the whole story but I will give you an idea of what it is by reading you the first two scenes. This is a story that reflects on my current obsession, which is with CRISPR- Cas9 technology—it’s a gene editing technology which in the last two years has allowed us to make transgenic creatures quite easily in the laboratory. I’ve been subscribing lately to The New England Journal of Medicine and to Science and Nature and in Science and Nature, horrifically, they are advertising these home kits, uh, they show a picture of a…   … a boxing glove punching and it says, “Knock out any gene!” So, at home for a mere $5,000, you can get a kit and you can change the genetic make-up—or mix—the genetic make-up—of various bacteria and yeast and so on—so harmless, isn’t it?

T.C. BOYLE:

So, this story is called…  Are We Not Men?: 

The dog was the color of a maraschino cherry and what it had in its jaws I couldn’t quite make out at first, not until it parked itself under the hydrangeas and began throttling the thing. This little episode would’ve played itself out without my even noticing except that I'd gone to the stove to put the kettle on for a cup of tea and happened to glance out the window on the front lawn—the lawn—a deep, lush, blue-green that managed to hint at both the turquoise of the sea and the viridian of a Kentucky meadow—was something I took special pride in. And any wandering dog—no matter its chromatics—was an irritation to me; the seed had been pricey, a blend of chewings, fescue, [INAUDIBLE] and zoysia, incorporating a gene from a species of algae that allowed it to glow under the porchlight at night. And while it was both disease and drought-resistant, it didn’t take well to foot traffic, especially four-footed traffic. I stepped out on the porch and clapped my hands, thinking to shoo the dog away but it didn’t move; well, actually it did but only to flex its shoulders and tighten its jaws around its prey which I now saw was my neighbor Alison’s pet micro-pig…

T.C. BOYLE:


…the pig itself—doe-eyed and no bigger than a Pekingese—didn’t seem to be struggling or not any longer and even as I came down off the porch, looking to grab the first thing I could find to brandish at the dog, I felt my heart thundering. Alison was one of those pet-owners who tend to anthropomorphize their animals and that pig was the center of her unmarried and un-boyfriended life—

T.C. BOYLE:


She would be shattered absolutely and who was gonna break the news to her? I felt a surge of anger. How had the stupid thing got out of the house, anyway? And for that matter, whose dog was this? I didn’t own a garden rake and there were no sticks on the lawn—the street trees were an edited variety that didn’t drop anything—not twigs, seeds or leaves—no matter the season—so I stormed across the grass, empty-handed, shouting the first thing that came to mind which was, “Bad! Bad dog!”

T.C. BOYLE:


I wasn’t thinking and the effect wasn’t what I would’ve hoped for, even if I had been. The dog dropped the pig alright, which was clearly beyond revivification at this point but in the same motion, it lurched up and clamped its jaws on my left forearm, growling continuously as if my forearm were a stick it had fetched at a friendly game between us; curiously, there was no pain and no blood either, just a firm insistent pressure, the saliva hot and wet on my skin as I pulled in one direction and the dog all the while regarding me out of a pair of a dull, uniform eyes, pulled in the other. “Let go!” I demanded, but the dog didn’t let go. “Bad dog!” I repeated; I tugged; the dog tugged back. There was no one on the street, no one in the next yard over; no one in the house behind me to come to my aid. I was dressed in the t-shirt, shorts and slippers I'd pulled on not ten minutes earlier when I got out of bed and here I was, caught up in this maddening inter-species pas de deux at eight in the morning of an otherwise ordinary day, already exhausted. The dog, this cherry-red hairless freak, with the armored skull and bulging musculature of a pit bull showed no sign of giving in; it had got my arm and it meant to keep it. After a minute of this, I went down on one knee to ease the tension in my back, a gesture that only seemed to excite the animal all the more, its nails tearing up divots as it fought for purchase, trying it occurred to me now to bring me down to its level. Before I knew what I was doing, I balled up my free hand and punched the thing in the head and three times, in quick succession. The effect was instantaneous: the dog dropped my arm and let out a yelp, backing off to hover at the edge of the lawn and eying me warily as if now, all at once, the rules of the game had changed. In the next moment, just as I realized I was, in fact, bleeding, a voice cried out behind me, “Hey—I saw that!”

T.C. BOYLE:


A girl was striding across the lawn toward me, a preternaturally tall girl I had first took to be a teenager but was actually a child of eleven or twelve. As soon as she appeared, the dog fell in step with her and everything became clear. She marched directly up to me, glaring, and said, “You hit my dog!” I was in no mood. “I’m bleeding,” I said, holding out my arm in evidence. “You see this? Your dog bit me! You ought to keep him chained up!” “That’s not true! Ruby would never bite anybody; she was just playing, is all…” I wasn’t about to debate her; this was my property—my arm and that lump of flesh lying there, bleeding into the grass, was Alison’s dead pig! I pointed to it. “Oh!” she said, her voice dropping, “I’m so sorry! I didn’t—  … is it yours?” “My neighbor’s…” I gestured to the house, just visible over the hedge. “She’s gonna be devastated! This pig—“ I wanted to call it by name, personalize it but couldn’t for the life of me summon its name—“…is all she has! And it wasn’t cheap, either!” I glanced at the dog, its pinkish gaze and incarnadine flanks—as I’m sure you can appreciate…

T.C. BOYLE:

…the girl, who stood three or four inches taller than me and whose own eyes were an almost iridescent shade of violet that didn’t exist in nature—or at least hadn’t until recently—gave me an unflinching look…   : “Maybe she doesn’t have to know…” “What do you mean, she doesn’t have to know! The thing’s dead, look at it!” “Maybe it was… run over by a car.” “You want me to lie to her?” The girl shrugged, the dog panting, settled down on its haunches. “I already said I’m sorry! Ruby got out the front gate when my mother went to work and I came right after—you saw me!” What about this?” I demanded, holding up my arm, which wasn’t so much punctured as abraded since most of the new [INAUDIBLE...] that had their canine and carnassials genetically modified to prevent any real damage in a situation like this. “It has its shots, right?” “She’s a Cherry Pit!” the girl said, giving me a look of disgust.” “Germ-line  immunity comes with the package, I mean everybody knows that!” It was a Tuesday and I was working from home as I did every Tuesday and Thursday. I worked in IT, like practically everybody else on the planet and I found I actually got more done at home than when I went into the office. My co-workers were a trial, what with moods, opinions, facial tics and all the rest—not that I didn’t like them; it was just that they always seemed to manage to get in the way at crunch time…   …or maybe I didn’t like them—maybe that was it.

T.C. BOYLE:



At any rate, after the little contretemps with the girl and her dog, I went back in the house, smeared an antibiotic ointment on my forearm, took my tea and a handful of protein wafers up to my desk and sat down at the computer. If I gave the dead pig a thought, it was only in relation to Alison, who’d wanna see the corpse, I supposed, which brought up the question of, “What to do with it? Let it lie where it was or stuff it in a trash bag and refrigerate it ‘til she got home from the office?” I thought of calling my wife—Connie was regional manager of Bank USA, by necessity, a master of interpersonal relations, and she would know what to do. But then, it was hardly worth bothering her at work over something so trivial. I coulda buried the corpse, I suppose or tossed it in the trash and played dumb but in the end, I wound up doing nothing. It was past three by the time I thought to take a lunch break and because it was such a fine day, I brought my sandwich and a glass of iced tea out on to the front porch. By this juncture I'd forgotten all about the Pig, the Dog and the Grief that was brewing for Alison but as soon as I stepped out the door, it all came back to me: the trees were alive with crowparrots, variously screeching, cawing and chattering amongst themselves and they were there for a very specific reason. I don't know if you have crowparrots in your neighborhood yet incidentally, but believe me, they’re coming! They were the inspiration of one of the molecular embryologists at the University here who felt that inserting genes of the common crow into the invasive parrot population would put an end to the parrots’ raids on our orchards and vineyards, giving them a taste for garbage and carrion instead of fruit on the vine and having the added benefit of displacing the native crows which had pretty well eliminated songbirds from our backyards. The only problem was the noise factor; something in the mix seemed to have re-doubled not only the volume but the fury of the birds’ calls so that half the time you needed earplugs if you wanted to enjoy pretty much any outdoor activity… which was the case now—the birds were everywhere, cursing fluidly! “BAD BIRD! FUCK! FUCK! FUCK!” and flapping their spangled wings in each other’s faces…

T.C. BOYLE:


Alarmed, I came down off the porch and for the second time that day, scrambled across the lawn to the flower bed where a scrum of birds had settled on the remains of Alison’s pet. I flailed my arms and they lifted off reluctantly into the sky, screeching, “TURD BIRD!” and the fractured call that awakened me practically every morning, “COCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCKSUCKERRRRRRRRRRR!”

T.C. BOYLE


As for the pig, which I should’ve dragged into the garage, I realized that now, its eyes were gone and its faintly bluish hide was striped with bright red gashes. Truthfully, I didn’t wanna touch the thing—it was filthy! The birds were filthy! Who knew what zoonosis they were carrying? So I was just standing there, in a quandary, when Alison’s car pulled into the driveway next door, scattering light. Alison was in her early thirties with a top heavy figure and a barely tamed kink of ginger hair she kept wrapped up in various scarves, which gave her an exotic look as if she were displaced here in the suburbs; she was sad-faced and sweet, the victim of one catastrophic relationship after another and I couldn’t help feeling protective toward her. A single woman, alone in that big house her mother had left her when she died… so when she came across the lawn, already tearing up, I felt I'd somehow let her down and before I could think, I'd stripped off my shirt and draped it over the corpse…

T.C. BOYLE:


“Is—is that her?” she asked, looking down at the hastily covered bundle at her—my feet. “No…” she said, “don’t tell me! … and then her eyes jumped to mine and she was repeating my name, “Roy… Roy… Roy…” as if wringing it in her throat…” FUCK YOU!” the crowparrots cried from the trees, ”FUCK! FUCK! FUCK!”

T.C. BOYLE:


In the next moment, she flung herself into my arms, clutching me to her so desperately I could hardly breathe: “I don’t want to see…” she said, in a small voice, each syllable a hot puff of breath on the bare skin of my chest. I could smell her hair, the shampoo she used, the taint of sweat under her arms—“You poor thing…” she murmured, and lifted her face so I could see the tears blurring her eyes. “I loved her, Roy—I really loved her!” This called up a seen from the past, a dinner party at Alison’s: Connie ‘n’ me, another couple and Alison and her last inamorata, a big-headed bore who worked for animal control, incinerating strays and transgenic misfits. Alison had kept the pig in her lap throughout the meal, feeding it from her plate and afterward, while we sat around the living room, cradling brandies and Benedictine, she propped the thing up at the piano where it picked out, “Twinkle, twinkle little star…” with its modified hooves…

T.C. BOYLE:


“No,” I said, agreeing with her, “you don’t wanna look…” “It was a dog, right? That’s what—“and here she had to break off a moment to gather herself. ”That’s—that’s what Cherry Wolfson said when she—she called me at work…” I was gonna offer up some platitude about how the animal hadn’t suffered though; for all I knew the dog had gummed it relentlessly, the way it had gummed my arm, when a voice called, ”Hello!” from the street behind us and we broke hastily apart. Coming up the walk was the tall girl, tottering on a pair of platform heels and she had the dog with her, this time, on a leash. I felt a stab of annoyance—Hadn’t she caused enough trouble already? And embarrassment, that, too. It wasn’t like me to go shirtless in public… or to be caught in a full body embrace with my unmarried next door neighbor, for that matter. If she could read my face, the girl gave no indication of it. She came right up to us, the dog trotting along docilely at her side. Her violet gaze swept from me to the lump on the ground beneath the bloodied t-shirt and finally, to Alison. “Je suis desole, Madame…” she said. “Pardonnez-moi. Mon chien ne savait pas ce qu’il faisait— il est un bon chien, vraiment.”  This girl—this child—loomed over us, her features animated. She was wearing eyeliner, lipstick and blush as if she were ten years older on her way to a nightclub and her hair—blonde with a natural curl spread like a tent over her shoulders and dangled all the way down to the small of her back. “What are you saying?” I demanded, “And why are you speaking French!”

T.C. BOYLE:


“Because I can. Puedo hablar en español tambien, and ich kann auch in Deutsch sprechen. My IQ is 162 and I can run the 100 meters in 9.58 seconds!” “Wonderful,” I said, exchanging a look with Alison. “Terrific… really! But what are you doing here? What do you want?” “YOUR MOTHER!” the birds cried, ‘UP YOURS!”

T.C. BOYLE:


The girl shifted from one foot to the other, looking awkward like the child she was. “I just wanted to please—please beg you not to report Ruby to Animal Control because my father says they’ll come and put her down. She’s a good dog! She really is and she never did anything like this before! And we never, never ever let her run loose! It was just a…   freak occurrence?” I said. ”Right! she said, “An anomaly! An accident!” Alison’s jaw tightened; the dog looked tranquilly up at us out of its pink eyes as if all this were not of its concern. A bugless breeze rustled the trees along the street. “And what am I supposed to say?” Allison put it, “How am I supposed to feel? What do you want, forgiveness? Well, I’m sorry but I just can’t do it! Not now!” She gave the girl a fierce look. “You love your dog?” The girl nodded. “Well, I love—loved Shoshanna too!” She choked up, “…more than anything in the world!” We all took a minute to gaze down on the carcass; then the girl lifted her eyes, “My father says we’ll pay all damages. Here!” she said, digging into her purse and producing a pair of business cards, one of which she handed to me and the other to Alison. “Any medical treatment you may need, we’ll take care of it 100%!” she assured me, eying my arm doubtfully before turning to Alison. “And replace your pet, too, if you want, Madame. It was a micropig, right, from Recombicorp?” It was a painful moment; I could feel for Alison and the girl, too. Though Connie and I didn’t have any pets—not even one of the new hypo-allergenic breeds; and we didn’t have children either, though we’d discussed it often enough. There was a larger sadness at play here, the sadness of attachment and loss and the way the world wreaks its changes whether we’re ready for them or not. We would’ve gotten through the moment… I think, coming to some sort of understanding; Alison wasn’t vindictive and I wasn’t about to raise a fuss but that same breeze swept across the lawn to flip back the edge of the t-shirt and expose they eyeless head of the Pig and that was all it took—Alison let out a gasp! And the dog—that crimson freak!—jerked the leash out of the girl’s hand and went right for it!

T.C. BOYLE:

So…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

So now, we’ll—we’ll take… two, three, perhaps four very good questions…

T.C. BOYLE:

You can read the rest in The New Yorker next week! I hope I’ve whetted your appetite! And, you know, will good things come of this? I’ll leave that… for you to decide…

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

Come up to the mike…

AUDIENCE QUESTION NUMBER ONE:
Thanks… really enjoyed your talk. I’m gonna limit my question to uh, seven words…

QUESTION CONTINUES:
Riven Rock your misanthropy and your house. Connect the dots—maybe that’s eight words…

T.C. BOYLE:

That was nine, actually…

T.C. BOYLE:

I wrote Riven Rock which is about a Stanley McCormick, the schizophrenic of Cyrus McCormick, who invented the mechanical reaper and—and International Harver and—Harvest—Harvester and so and was very wealthy. Stanley’s house—Riven Rock—is very close to where I now live and I wanted to learn about the town that I had adopted—Santa Barbara—and this is the first book I wrote while I was there; so I began to look at the history of the area and there was a wonderful book by David Myrick, one of our local historians, called The Great Estates of Montecito and this, uh, small town of 9,000 people was founded mainly by [a] very wealthy multi-millionaire industrialist from the Midwest—Swifts—the Armors—the McCormicks—and so on—and each house had a horrific, perverse, crazy story attached to it but none like Riven Rock! So, that uhm, Stanley… when he was finally married at thirty to Catherine Dexter had a breakdown in which he would attack any woman on sight and had to be confined in Riven Rock for the next twenty years behind bars, with bodyguards, uh, and uh, until he was allowed—finally—and—and he calmed down in his later years to be allowed in the company of the other people and women, in particular. Catherine stayed married to him and observed him through uh, binoculars from the bushes because even she would set him off! So, it’s a great story! And –and your…

T.C. BOYLE:

…question is perfect because if I hadn’t gone to that neighborhood in that house, I would never have discovered the story of Riven Rock…

QUESTION NUMBER TWO:
I’m wondering is the world more bleak or less bleak because Bob Dylan won the Nobel?

AUDIENCE:

Ah hah… [LAUGHTER...]…

T.C. BOYLE:

Actually, I’m quite thrilled and I’m glad that the Swedes have let up on us Americans, finally forgiving us for George Bush, uhm, but I do expect that probably REO Speedwagon will get it next year…

AUDIENCE

APPLAUSE…

T.C. BOYLE:
[LAUGHTER...]…

APPLAUSE CONTINUES…

THIRD QUESTION:
I really like how you and—and a lot of writers dip into science fiction as an extension of—of your craft and I think that details like in the story you just read us that just kind of, take the world as it is and like,… just… present the science fiction, like these—these transgenic… animals… force your reader to like accept it as fact and using—and using… first person narration always…   … always causes me to wonder, [what] would I do as this character? … but…you admit that you’re not a scientist, right? And you just kinda like go for what you—what you're interested in when you—when you come to write these stories, so like broadly my question is … what’s your responsibility to report like fact versus fiction when it comes to these subjects? And then, more specifically, in—in—in Terranauts, can you give us an example of…… like…can you give us an example of how you chose…to report like a statistic or something in depth—science-wise—rather than just a creation of your imagination?

T.C. BOYLE:

Mmmm… okay, thank you—it’s a wonderful, uh, multi-faceted question. If I can address it in parts, I have no responsibility to anybody for anything except to create art and throw it out there and see what happens. Uh, I do love the science, as I love the history. There are no rules—I could write a book about Frank Lloyd Wright and have him run over by a train at thirty-two, you know? There are no rules; and I could write a fantasy or surreal stories or whatever I like. I have no limits! Uh, but I do wanna give you the actual history and as you will see, when you read the rest of this story, I mention many fanciful creatures like these crowparrots. And of course, the dogcat! The dogcat is introduced at… here and the announcer comes on TV and says, “Dog person? Cat person? It’s all moot now!”

T.C. BOYLE:

Uhm…

T.C. BOYLE:
and… with this suite of creatures, I mention several other preposterous creatures—which already exist! So I am… oh god! Like I’m using… irony to give you the…   … what’s really happening and just projecting a little bit; as far as The Terranauts, we—we talked earlier in the conversation about this, uh, I was fortunate to have the history of the Biosphere so that the details are all coming from that; they really did throw in uh, any sort of animals they wanted as if for a mix ‘n’ match world—they really did have Gallegos—the bush baby, in there—why? Even though they’re from Africa? Why? ‘cause it’s fun! it’s fun! Let’s do it, kids! Let’s build a world, you know? I was wondering if there were ten, uh, you know, cooperative billionaires, they could’ve built ten of these things and if they had gone for a hundred years, each one would be totally different evolutionaries —evolutionarily speaking—it’s just fascinating…   … and wrong! anyway… is that is? One more? Are we done? Oh yes! Okay…

FOURTH AUDIENCE QUESTION:
What’s the most difficult part of uh, writing a novel? Do you struggle with how to end it? Or—or do you say, “Well, I could go on forever… but I'd better end this!” or… uh…

T.C. BOYLE:

Uh huh…

QUESTION CONTINUES:
…so I was just wondering… 
T.C. BOYLE:

…great question!

QUESTION CONTINUES:

Thanks…

T.C. BOYLE:
And it’s very simple to answer: the middle. The middle is the hardest part and here’s why: you—you take your notes, you’ve got a wonderful subject; you're excited; you project it; you discover the characters; you're moving along—everything is great. Then you hit the wall—you always hit the wall! Even in a short story! Even in... like the one that I was reading you here… because you have to understand at some deep level of the unconscious why you’re doing it; what it means; what the themes are; where it’s going, even in terms of plot and so on. And it’s very difficult to get passed that and even though you’ve done it before, you—you can’t help…   … having despair, thinking that you’re completely worthless; you’ve never written anything—you’ll never write anything again and you’ll never be able to finish it!

T.C. BOYLE:

I think, I’ve been able to combat that by… fanatically staying with it and I’ll leave you with this, uh, the—the most difficult book for me to write uh, recently was San Miguel, which is set on an island off of Santa Barbara—an historical story told from the point of view of women—without irony!—I wondered, “Could I do this? Could I be true to these…   … uh… found narratives that I discovered of these women living on the island?” And I almost gave up… in the middle! Hitting that wall, but I persisted and I’m happy that I did and I’m pleased with the result; it was a—it’s always a struggle!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

In—I think in the late nineteen sixties, Woody Allen did a lot of stand-up comedy and he finished one of his shows by saying—and I think it’s an appropriate way for us to end tonight—he said, “You know, I'd love to leave you on a positive note…”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER:

“…will you accept two negatives?”

T.C. BOYLE:

Thanks, Paul…
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