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| books & authors

The Search for Acceptance
James Boylan’s new book explores the angst of Getting In

By Sally Baker
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Getting In

Warner Books
352 pages

Dylan Floyd's reality is like
someone’srecurring night-
mare. The teenager, trapped in
a Winnebago with five mem-
bers of his dysfunctional family
and one snooty friend, embarks
on a tour of elite New England
colleges. But Dylan has a miser-
able secret. He somehow skipped
an answer blank on his SAT’s
and, as a result, received scores
that would shame a gerbil. He's
certain that none of the col-
leges he looks at will be looking
back at him.

Getung In (Warner Books
1998) 15 Prof. of English James
Finney Boylan's take on the
lengths to which students and
their families will go to secure
admussion to prestigtous schools.
But 1t 1s a great deal more than
that. As novelist and former
Colby faculty member Richard
Russo says in a promotional
blurh, the book “pretends to be
about the eluborate ricual of
choosing a college. What it's
really about is our universal tear

that we're not good enough—

to go to college, to find a mate,
to meet life's challenges.”
Boylan,whosecharacters al-
ways seem to exist in a blurry
but believable version of real
life, presents in Getting In a
group of people who all, in one
way or another, wish they could
go back and retake a critical
test. Their scores are as low as
Dylan’s. And, most of them
think, the results of this trip
will shape every moment to
come until they die. “What
happens if they don’t let me
in?” one character thinks while
regarding his drunken self in a
mirror. “Who am | then? . .. |
disappear, he thought. | vanish
from the face of the earth and
turn into somebody else. Who
do I become if I don't become
the person | imagine?”
Dylan’s father, Ben, lost his
wife to suicide and his business
to a ruthless corporate board.

Ben's brother Lefty, the man at
the Winnebago's wheel, de-
lights in Ben’s failure and in
offering the beaten man a sales
jobon the family car lot. What
Lefty doesn’t know is that his
wife, Chloég, notonly hateshim
and rues the day she married
him, she’s trying to kill him
with fatty food and lots of ath-
letic sex. Chloég, 50 years old
and without options for a bet-
ter life, wishes she'd never
settled for a man so inferior to
her first husband. Her daugh-
ter Allison hatesLefty, too, but
is more focused on whether she
should sleep with the snooty
boyfriend, Polo, who plans to
ooze his way into Harvard and,
probably, forgetabouther. And
Lefty's son Juddy, a fencing
champion being pursued—to
Polo’s eternal horror—by Har-
vard's fencing coach, has re-

treated into a “hey, dude”

persona in order to cope with a
secret he carries about Ben's
mother and Lefty.

In Boylan's hands, this rich
material sings. From the begin-
ning you know you are in for a
treat: describing Dylan's reac-
tion the owner of a Southern
accent, Boylan writes, “Dylan
looked at the man with curios-
ity. It was the first time he'd
everseenamanwearingastring
tie who was not on the front of
a buckert of chicken.”

Nuggets like that—seem-
ingly effortless lines that fix
a character in your mind—
abound, and so do pieces of
wisdom arising from the mind
of a mature, seasoned writer.
Dylan comes to the conclusion
that “girls and college were a lot
alike” and thinks, “The only
difference was that with college
you took SAT’s whereas with
girls there were all these other
secret tests you took and failed
without even knowing it. It
wouldbenice, actually, toknow
what your scores were in life.
That way youwouldn't keep try-
ing to ask out Stanford when in
all probability you'd wind up
married to somebody like the
University of Las Vegas.”

Asthe novel progresses, from
Yale to Harvard to Colby,
Bowdoin, Dartmouth, Mid-
dlebury, Amherst, Williams,
Wesleyan, each character finds
some truth or comfort to live
with. Secrets are revealed,
people are hurt and grow stron-
ger in the wounded places. And
throughout, Boylan displays the
mastery of humor for which he
1s noted among the very best
American novelists.



Plenty to Chew On

Ira Sadoff rages at the indignities of American life in Grazing

By Kevin Cool

Grazing
University of lllinois Press
72 pages

Judging from the title of Ira
Sadoff’s new book, Grazing, one
might reasonablyanticipate acol-
lection of poems evoking a pasto-
ral, Whitmanesque America. But,
as the author writes in a line from

“At the Grand Canyon,”

... I suppose we can be done
with it,

the whole business of matching
trees with moral lessons . .

The redemptive qualities of
nature are all worn out, accord-
ing to Sadoft, and so is America.

Visceral and provocative,
Grazing is an often bleak, occa-
sionally hopeful statementabout
America at the end of the cen-
tury. In an interview, Sadotf said
it is poetry that, “looks suttering
in the eye, and tries to make
sense of it—to make it matter.”

Each of the book’s three
groupings of poems plucks a dif-
terent nerve. Part | is introspec-
tive and emotionally raw, Part 2
blazes with indignant fury, Part
3 soothes. Sadott says he wanted
to construct a “spiritual journey”
that moves from the harsh reali-
ties of private lives to a public

accounting of cultural contlicts

and finally to a metaphysical
“transcendence.”“Thetranscen-
dence is in this life, through the
body, in this world,” Sadoff said.

The early poems are intimate
and painfully revealing. “My
Mother’s Funeral” mournsason’s
estrangement from his damaged,
emotionally distant mother. The
dark and disquieting “Solitude
Etude” and “Before and After”
typify Sadoff’s ability to take per-
sonal events and fuse them with
historical and socialmoments. In
“Solitude Etude” subjects range
from mass murder at McDonald’s
(. .. Now they retrieve/the car-
cass of a child, his ninety-nine
cent meal/pressed tohischest . . .")
to the despair of a middle-aged
man at a dreary truck stop in
Wyoming (“dry-mouthed and
needle-pocked, half-hypnotized,/
teary-eyed, swooning with a
moan, he sang/Oh mama, please
don’t bring me doun.”). Uniquely
American places are laid bare to
reveal the damaged goods within.
It is not a pretty sight.

In Part 2, the poems practically
quiver with rage and contempt.
They shriek at the inelegance of
popular culture, the sensational-
ism of events, the wearingdown of
decency. Sadoff is scathing in his
assessment of suburbia, in particu-

lar. “Quake”and“Vivaldi”areblis-

tering indictments of the vacuity,
isolation and self-absorption of
American life. The title piece, a
frenetic barrage of disjointed asso-
ciative images, imitates the noisi-
ness of our media-driven society.
Ourattention spans, writes Sadoft,
are “worn fingernail thin.” Graz-
ing—at the mall, in front of the
television and in our relation-
ships—isour newpastime, hesays.
The results are lives reduced to
muddled sequences of uncon-
nected events lacking commit-
ment, permanence or meaning.

Sadoff is angrier in Grazing
than in his previous works, which
he characterizes as “modest and
humble.” The rage is connected
to issues of social injustice, he
says. “It’s a rage at how little we
matter as individuals; at how
large the injustices are. And at
the same time how all of our
experiencesare corrupted by the
ways in which the culture uses
icons—the Kennedy assassina-
tion, the death of Marilyn Mon-
roe—to intensify emotion. Real
emotion is cheapened.”

“I wanted to investigate the
gulf between the individual and
the culture, which now is wider
than ever,” Sadoff said. “Our cul-
ture doesn't value art,doesn’t value
empathy or compassion. People

are pushed aside for commerce, so

At the Grand Canyon

an excerpt

... You could not call it shame, what called to us

back there, growling m the voice of a grizzly, huddling by a pouper,

burnished and silver, at the crest of the butte. You could see

a blwr of light from Vegas. or if vou listened closels

vou might hear money changing hands. or further back

a few Apache feathers glazed on a necklace. There we were,

caught between two countries: one barbanic and beautiful,

the other spoiled and civilized. As if that were the end of it.

we fteel powerless and often re-
signed to our fates. | see poetry as
a protest against resignation.”

“At the Grand Canyon” (see
excerpt below) hints at the am-
bivalence of what it means to be
an American, at once awed by the
nation’s grandeur and demeaned
by 1ts excesses.

In Part 3, Sadoft softens. The
poems are mere pastoral, often
drawing on the Maine landscape
forbothsettingandspirit. “l didn’t
want the book to be irretrievably
dark,” said Sadoft, whose “I Like
Waking Up” will touch anyone
who has awoken to a crisp, quiet
country moming in Maine.

“In Maine we live inexile from
the rest of the country,” Sadoft
said. “People here are decent to
each other. The severity of the
landscape encourages people to
look out for one another.”

Part 3 also continues Sadoff’s
exploration of passion and eros
through the physical world. Sadoff
says he wants readers to fully teel
boththe agonyandecstasy in his
poems. “The hope is that we can
inhabit our experiences fully,
immerse ourselves in them,” he
said. “I'm sayingyoucan’t have it
both ways. You have to take the
pain with the ecstasy. The repres-
sion of one leads to the diminish-

ment of the other.” ¢
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