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‘Wonder Boys revels in lzfe chozces hopes dreams

BY TED ANTHONY
AP NATIONAL WRITER

Grady Tripp has fallen, and he
can't get up. What's worse, ho
scems to have no idea that any-
thing's wrong.

In Curtis Hanson's wonderful-
ly oleginc “Wonder Boys," hased
on Michael Chabon’s book,
Grady (Michael Dougias) ia a
roffish, graying writer and Pitts-
burgh university professor
whase first navel propelied him
to literary heighta, But his fol-
low-up ~ well, that’s another
story.

It’s not that he con't write it.
Just the opposite: He can't stop.
Page after poge, he churns forth
prose from hi¢ gut, writing and

writing s his real lifo sinks ever
deaper into inertia.

His umpteenth wifo hus just
left. His affair with the universi-
ty chancollor (Francea McDor-
mand) is at a crossroads, His
agent (Robert Downoy Jr.) is
pushing him to publish ~ or por-
ish profeasionally. Ono of hia stu-
dents, Jnmes Leer (Tobey
Maguire), is melting down;
another, Hannah Green (Katie
Holmes), is trying to seduce him.

This is the premise for the
throe-doy odyssey of angst and
epiphany chronicled in “Wonder
Boys,” a memorable, melancholy
ride through one lost soul's alow
realization that he has outgrown
the shine of his potential.

The prime rcnson for the
movio's success is, somuewhat
surprisingly, Michaol Douglas,
an actor known more for evoking
the tentostorono sido of male
charactera than the sensitive,
solf-aware side. As played by
Duu‘glnn, Grady v'l"ripp ina p‘ut-

reality. Grady takea James under
his wing. But as Grady decays
and his life unravels, he bogina
to wonder whother he's in any
position to help James - indeed,
whother ho has any wisdom at
all to offer a young vorsion of
himself.

ocgomanincal lit-crit snot whao's
bought into the praisc that's
been lavished upen him. But in
the threo days of his life that wo
sce, tho flip side is revenled - the |
place where the drugs and flings
and lack of self-discipline have
dumped him. It's not pretty.
What reveals it in stark relief
is his relntionship with James, a
promising young writer having
difficulty separating fiction from

Maguire is tho perfect choice
for James. His bomused take on
the world, doployed ao well in
“Pleasantville” and “Tho Cider
House Rules,” takes on a differ-
ent dimension here. The inter-
play of truth and decoption that
governs James' life gives
Maguire a chance to branch out,
to take the good-hearted charac-
ters of his previous films nnd
give them a dorker side to con-
quer. He looks to Grady for sup-
port, and finds Grady, equally

d, staring right back.

now he is barely hanging onto
his jab, thanks to Grady's unfin-
jshed manuscript, Seeing the
three of them try to claw their
way through their lives, cach as
blind an the other two, in quietly
heartbreaking and foels abso-
lutely genuine,

McDormand is her usual wel-
como presénce, thia time as a
woman balancing the rigors of
being a univorsity chancellor
with the juggling act that infi-
dolity demandas. Holmes, atar of
the hormones-and-learners'’-per-
mits TV show “Dawson’s Creek,”
shows ngain that hor movie
chaices are wiser. She was great
in “Go” and “Teaching Mrs. Tin-
gle,” and she’s great hore ~ as
Grady'’s tomptation, but algo ng
hia critic.

There is no strict “plot” to

life. The pacing is crucial. The
toxtured nmghbnrhoodn of Pitts-
burgh, rendered in gray wintor-
tones, nlso fit the mood perfectly. *

“Wonder Boys” ia o movio
about tarnished hopes and mek-,
ing choicea — not just the right
ones, but the act of making:;
choices itaclf. As Grady's book-
koops growing, Hannah renders
her opinion: “It reads as il you
didn't make any choices at all.”

That's what tenda to happen in
life. Good, caring men like Grady
Tripp hurt thomselves and the
people they love by shutting
down and rcfusing to make
choices. To be happy, rometimes
we have to make the tough choic-
ca.

That's one of the quicter won-
ders of life, and the exploration
of it is the main renson that
“Wondor Boys™ turns aut to be a
relevant, moving plccu of film-
making.

Drama;
N Michael Dou-
glas as Grady
Tripp and
Frances
McDormand
as Sara
Gaskell ina
scene from
“Wonder Boys.”

Secret: Paul Walker and
Joshua Jackson star in
“The Skulls.”

Finney is fine in his usunl
gruff teddy-bear mode, and
there's solid support from Eck-
hart, nnd Marg Helgenberger
and Cherry Jones as two of the

right to snooty lawyers?

Roberts stars in the real-life
story of Brockovich, a single
mom with three kids, roaches in
the kitchen, a ratty car, sky-high
dobts and no employabie skils.

The script is chock-full of
choice, ribald exchanges between
Erin and the lawyers, her co-
workers and Aaron Eckhart as
the biker with & heart of gold

Soderbergh wisely keeps the
courtroom scenes to a minimum.
This is Erin's story, and the
movie focuses on hor dogged
research, her empathy with the
victims, the toll the case takes on
her family and the esteem she
guins as events unfold.

“I walk into & room and avery-
body shuts up to see if Lve got
something to say,” Erin rnudly
says. “I've never had that before.”

Slick as the movie ia, questions
of credibility arise. Erin Brock-
ovich is not your typical trailer-
trash mom. How could a woman
=0 willful, intelligent, attractive
nnd self-possessed fail s0 miser-
ably - then abruptly spring full-
blown to skewer the pricey legal
windbags of a major utility:

The movie tries to give
glimpses of Erin's early expecta-
tions and how she failed to live
up to them. Lamenting the pock-
et change in her checking
account, she wistfully recalls her
days as a beauty queen in Wichi-

B E RV ER & g0 B NT N As Grady's agent, Torry Crab-  “Wonder Boys,” simply a rolling,
» tree, Downey rounds out the tri- undefined foeling of forward
umvirate of wonder boys. He, too, movement that may not actually
waa a star in his profession, but be forward — much like Grady’s
National Amusements THE TKGER HOYEE (C) MR MESION TO MARS (IG) | U R COURITTLETICS 20 TheS CIDER HOUSE RULES (PG13)
Shawense (lnemas VIONDEBOY! P HRNTH GATE — HANGRNG P (PG13)
m%ﬂmmmll) AMERICAN BEAYT '(:‘)m
Valted Arists Comometss | THE WHOLE NNE YARD
3y ——————— | e wowE W DS (1 Teauibp 14 PICH BLACK (T)
210N Opyhe il ANERICAN BEAUTY Locatad acent 1o Forme THE TI,GER MOVE {G)
Between Uriverdy ks Witon S CER HOVSE BULES (%13} W“‘;’*&"*m’f‘ " SHOW DAY (PG)
il )5 WY B0G S () N SCREAM (1)
baginlroees Doy H (OO LTI ROTMS St THE CREEN ML ()
ol bger Gne .o Wl et FREE RIS SHOW
Contruss Som IHTD-106 Rkt SAL RSN,
il Ao S Soutfie *? Bl
4 KO PASS b 2 mm“""m“ R BROCKOYICH (R) KY MUPPEST ROM SPAGE
Late Shows Wed Thon e & S,
et ool oo oGl m‘a:ﬁ(g) s
o
T I — ket i o otz | 1ot kptd
2 KBETH CATE ) oo | —————
P THIER STRALES () :mw 8 DONTAS 40 AU TSR | THE NEXT BEST (n(vcu)
P ARNEICAN BAUTY (2} h K L ML 1770 N A
12T 00G I () " o— i Yion
NIHDERR CAMES 2
wawotran ) | F O o mmnu”((ll’} TRIBMIREUM | st
DTS NP MESSION TO MARS C0ER HOUSE RULES
A | ool | wwwmanty | Mo | @O
WOHDER BOYS | e canmumee vones HY DOG ST () ® THE COER HOUSE
SCREAN 3 (%) - VAT PLANST ARE YOU AL o8 COMRITE THCS 0 P {pan)
" FROK? 10 open Morch 24 sumed desd, emerge 10 years after a
RIS Star Theatres DEOWNS m(ta(nu Cidenlnder § Nakiaied | TyweR STOOGES FESTIVAL tersorlst cer bombing. Stars Billy
Thearkfs bea s “lmm %n]hm — | through Saturday, March 25, the His Crudup.
speouim | i | SSRGRY | el | wongen | Shin s b s o 3
e g imlatients | MOBIEH | s W IALTER | cmora n s cncmate cvert Do RO
Ptz 17T mﬂl')m i ULLS5H0N0 Calendine willbe the guest orgontst- selicr, the film stars Jotn Cusack 03 tho
. 12 Crect fakey Cross! SXOW DAY (FC) Ot Movie Lty by pone! DUSCOUTED SH045" HERE ON RARTH awner of 3 second hand vinyl shop who's
"z s v« as L! o Ca;léﬂ-:s? Jey mm\';m(c) o ug;s::; mmtx; mmmm(l; :‘:f:[lll:;flz'vivvs:l:i:r\rl"l;;\:zzm\:‘ ;u;n loe:rc‘cc: ‘x:;‘ g:r;:‘rfflt; r:;(sn::eg'n:ﬁﬂ :::les
v KLES pertarcconwl xly o 28 TURRLEWEEDS (PG13) the gifl finds sho's terminaliy 1l tho oy leaves him.
P DIEOTES KOTASS NP EXN BROCKGYHCH (R) :!:Twmg:x] tdephone ules) TOPSY TURYY (R} must decido whether to follow his heart oy
i L Al i 12 RESSON TOMALS CRARIGHOES | o o comten Souienn, enri Wi, oD CONen drects this Dim oot an
X9 EH BROCEOYXCH CDERHOUSE BULES “; N ‘over-achleving studont at an lvy Lenguo
PO TONARS (1) | P BEYOHD DT (1) Star Windester SRR KOO — =~ WAXING THE DEAD college who Joins o secret soctety
Lol K HTH AT 11365, bexhestes M, Winchester | - Ty WHOLE NS Fieiding Piorce is 0 congressionsl candgl-  called The Skuils with hapes to mprave
1P MY DOG P "m: ] date who begins 1o question his sanity  his populasity, not knowing the dongor-
e o ) UBEIS1I6 m'mm'% Lapees 14 (424 after “soeing” the love of his Iife, pre- ove implications that will follow.
ﬁ'&‘&(" m‘(‘%‘z) Mo one e e admitd b X1 h&( ﬂﬂll:.
s R raked e e § “%
SCREAN 3 mmmmnm% - mmu DTS M ST B 'l . d d f . t 1
wommcwnn | TRV | gl gy | TEECGTEAAD | O Film 1s a modern- ay iary taie
M PATICHAGE oz R CAT LG M e
— BY DAVID GERMAIN pollution scandal involving a
MW AP ENTERTAINMENT WRITER utility and poisoned water.
mm With a name Jike "Erin Brock- She porsuades tho reluctant
ovich” it bctusr!n good. Masry, who haa his cye on com-
Aﬂ;r et g big box nﬂ'm fortable retlrument to pursue
with the sweet and pl the case. Down ot frrat Ert::
M i Td 519 titled "Notting Hill" and bigger soon becomes expert on auch
3NL561.7209 box office with the dumb and n & h Jont
cloymgly titled -nmwny Bride” g‘lc gompoun 8 as hexavalen!
,&‘,?',’,.‘no last year, Julia Roberts comes romium.
? . wnth a salty, tough She sneaks onto utility land,
e Pt glue-b ils turn in her Brabbing water samples, pluck~
humh fatest stab at a more dramatic 108 mutated frogs from ponds
Shoutioes role: as an uncducated but ond running from security
fiercely d guards. Hor carthy, unlawyerly
THE SEXTH SERSE (PG13} tal crusador. e demeanor wins over the 600-plus
STUART LITTRE (IC) Cheers to Roberta and director peglv affected by the tainted
Steven Soderbergh for not trying "o ——
to hang an ear-catching title I hate lawyers, Erin tells
above the credits. Clunky as jt  them: 1 juat work for thom.
sounds, “Erin Brockovich™ fits = Erin shamelesaly puts her
the film liko the title charactors 100ks to work when the law firm
low-cut, skin-tight outfits. necds records from the local
The movie likely will pack in  Wter authority. ink
the W’Md" Whnd ° w‘@nu!dnn't pay ta cnn“;z:: v?:s:el: {;:r:h;:d l";:s
mkﬂtﬂsh. dress 1 ;zunyfmﬁ what we need?” Ed asks her.
cn the little guy, and deal out _ “They're calied boabe, £d," she
obscene comeuppances left and Feplies.

r an fu) lawsuit
a rich doctor over a car

against
. accident, Erin elbows her way

into a clerical job with attorney
EBd Masry (Albert Finney), who
huadl:d her case. Co-workers
complain about her call-girl
attire, including gaudy makeup
and -hort leather skirts, and

ly in dutch with
her bou bee-uu of her outspo-

kenness.
But when pro beno files about

a sickly dsurt family land on
her desk, Erin uncovers a major

W

who moves in next door. He Laand h“" sha dreamed of doing

b Erin’s ie inter- with my

est, and surrogate parent to her life”

children when ahe begins to It'n & half-hearted cffort to

negloct them because of the case.  explain away Erin's dire straits.
Roberts simply has never been  As played by Robertn, Erin

better as she glares and swears
her way through the movie, an
R-rated Frank Capra heroine
with pinpaint accuracy in cutting
down to size anyons who needa
cutting. She could serve as
patron saint for everyone who
has ever belatedly thought of a
great retort and wished they
could go back in time to deliver
it.

Brockovich had the goods all
along, and it’s a stretch to think
she couldn't have pulled herself
up by her bootatraps, even a lit-
tle bit, beforehand.

At its core, though, “Erin
Brockovich” is a fairy tale, with
Raberta as & foul-mouthed Sleep-
ing Benuty. Movic-goera will
have great fun watching her
awake,



