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Out of 'Wedlock'

The hero of Paul Mandelbaum's new novel takes a wife -- and her two ex-husbands. Only in Baltimore.

By Rob Hiaasen
Sun Staff

January 18, 2005

Really, it could happen to anyone.

You marry and divorce. You remarry and your wife has two children from two former spouses. Ex-spouse No. 1 is dying from a form of mad cow disease, and he comes to live with you - even getting the master bedroom. Ex-spouse No. 2 is a bigamist who also makes himself right at home in your life. Oh, and you and your wife are under the care of a mysterious fertility doctor.

"It's a funny book - I don't know if anyone told you that," says Paul Mandelbaum, author of Garrett in Wedlock (Berkley Books).

It is a funny book once you get a grip on the family flow chart. The book also has heart - many hearts. Mandelbaum - a former staff writer for Baltimore magazine and Mount Vernon resident - set his novel where else but in Baltimore. The 45-year-old writer and creative writing teacher has lived in California for years, but Mandelbaum's hero, Garrett, is a local guy.

"I just know Baltimore. It's filled with genuine people with these gentle eccentricities," Mandelbaum says. "I don't have that sense of knowing California."

He is not the first writer seduced by Baltimore, and he's not the first writer to move away but keep the town close in prose. But he might be the first University of Maryland graduate to invent a character who is dying because he ate a human brain during an expedition to New Guinea. In Garrett in Wedlock, Mandelbaum is on novel footing.

Born in New York, Mandelbaum moved with his family to Maryland when he was 6. From 1982 to 1987, he wrote for Baltimore magazine, covering the arts and writing "At Lunch With" columns. In 1995, he returned to Baltimore to write a magazine piece, "God Only Knows," about pedophilia among priests. Ramsey Flynn, the author of a new book, Cry From the Deep, about the Kursk submarine tragedy, was Mandelbaum's editor at the magazine.

"Paul sees the world with a very funny, wry and clinically detached amusement. You feel like he is in literary mode all the time." says Flynn, who has closely followed his friend's literary growth since their magazine days. "My God, he's good these days."

While in Columbia this month to visit his father, Mandelbaum came to Baltimore to talk about his book. The gently eccentric life of Garrett and May-Annlouise has appeared in short story form in literary magazines before the author "interlocked" them into a novel. Like his blended fictional family, Mandelbaum's work is a blended novel.

"No marriage is an island," he says. And that, as they say, is a literary theme.

We marry not only into families but also into communities and cultures. In Garrett's case, two married people did not become one - they became six. It's a patchwork planet, indeed - to borrow a title from one of the writers Mandelbaum most loves, Anne Tyler. It's also fitting that he opens his debut novel with an E.M. Forster quote from A Passage to India:

"Why all this marriage, marriage? ... The human race would have become a single person centuries ago if marriage was any use."

Is marriage of any use?

The poker-faced Mandelbaum hangs on to the question, as he attempts a full-court press on a pot of coffee at the Midtown Yacht Club.

No, marriage is not about becoming one person or completing one another, he says. He likes the word complement, people can complement each other in marriage.

It's more complicated and simple, at least in his book. In Garrett Hughes - his "upright" button-down boy from Towson - Mandelbaum created a hero struggling not only with irritable bowel syndrome but with new family dynamic syndrome. He wants love and stability - a mutually exclusive proposition. Tor, a Norwegian explorer and ex-husband No. 1, appears at the newlyweds' home asking to die there. Out of sympathy and obligation, May-Annlouise takes him in.

Poor Tor. First, he's dying after eating a human brain, then he unravels in the Baltimore National Aquarium, on the shark tank level. "It struck me as place where a character could lose his mind," Mandelbaum says. As he writes:

Tor became aware of all the surrounding water, all those fiercely selfish appetites. Soon, he would be consumed in turn, by his own family; they would digest whatever they could of his life. A crowd gathered. Someone escorted him out of the building.

To make him more comfortable, May-Annlouise offers Tor the master bedroom, their master bedroom.

So this was how it was going to be. Everything the man said or did from here on out would be excused, elevated even, by the authority of the dying. Garrett's heart sank. But his wife looked so tired and disheartened herself he didn't press the point and even, later that evening, made an effort to mask his distaste when she said: "He needs a bath."

Dear husbands, would you help bathe your wife's ex-husband? This is an unsightly test of charity, but the point is, marriage can coax an unlikely kindness and empathy from even the most insecure and upright people.

"We take these moments of growth whenever we can find them," says Mandelbaum, who has a stepdaughter with his first wife. His previous marriage also included two ex-husbands - none dying of mad cow disease.

Forget the book for a second; this man has got a story. It's instructive to recount a 1990 croquet game in Iowa, where Mandelbaum was attending the Iowa Writers' Workshop. Croquet can be a very complicated game. Mandelbaum was husband No. 3 to wife No. 1. One day, her husband No. 2 comes by the house. He wants to visit his 10-year-old stepdaughter. (That would make him stepfather No. 1, and Mandelbaum stepfather No. 2, if you're keeping score at home.)

So, there they all were, thrown together, planting wickets amid the weirdness. "And I know that for me this was a crystallizing moment," Mandelbaum says, "that I hadn't just married a woman, or even a woman with a child, but also this ex-husband playing croquet in my back yard." He realized they were all his family.

Garrett Hughes was born.

Paul Mandelbaum is now married to screenwriter Elena Song, the photographer of his book jacket picture and object of his novel's dedication. He's her husband No. 1. "The lesson I continue to learn is to be kind to others - and to myself," he says. And what does she say? "When are you going to get around to writing a book about me?" she has teased him.

Garrett in Wedlock has garnered dazzling reviews for its originality, humor and deft touch. "Paul Mandelbaum is that rarest of birds: a terrific comic literary writer, ... satirical and big-hearted, merciless and tender," as author Michelle Huneven's blurb reads on the book jacket.

Mandelbaum's next book will again be set in Baltimore. It's not about wife No. 2 but about a character who works with Garrett in the Mayor's Office of Neighborhood Enhancement. The working title is "Adriane on the Edge." Adriane organizes city events such as the 1st Annual Painted Screen "Slam."

She's probably married.


________________
Paul Mandelbaum

Age: 45.

Born: New York City.

Education: University of Maryland, College Park, bachelor's degree in journalism; University of Iowa Writers' Workshop, master of fine arts degree.

Experience: Staff writer for Baltimore magazine from 1982 to 1987; wrote for Maryland Public Television's Crabs comedy show; profiled John Waters for The New York Times in 1991; edited anthology First Words: Earliest Writing from Favorite Contemporary Authors (Algonquin Books).

Personal: Married to screenwriter Elena Song. They live in Culver City, Calif.
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