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M I books & authors 

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

By Sally Baker 

Getting In 
Warner Books 

352 pages 

Dylan Floyd's reality is l ike 

omeone's recurring night­

mare. The teenager, trapped in 

a Winnebago with five mem­

ber of his dysfunctional fam ily 

and one noory friend, embarks 

on a tour of el ite ew England 

college . But Dylan has a m iser­

able ecret. He omehow skipped 

an an wer blank on his AT's 

anJ , a a re ulr, received score 

rhar would hame a gerbi l .  He's 

certam rhar none of rhe col­

lege he look ar  will be lookmg 

back ar  h1m. 

GeHmg In ( Warner Boob 

1 99 ) 1 Prof. of Engl1sh James 

F mney Bny lan \ rake on rhe 

length, w '' h 1ch .,ruJenrs anJ 

rhe1r famtl 1e;, wt l l  go w ecure 

,JJm l''>llln rn prest1g1ou schnnls. 

But n 1' ,1 great Jeal more than 

rh.H . A., non�lt,r anJ former 

,,lh f,IL ult\ ntcml:-er R 1ch.uJ 

R u' o . I\ ' m ,1 prom<H ion.t l 

hlurb,  the ho,,k "prcrenJ t<> he 

.th, ut rhc el.thnr,lte nt u.ll of 

dwo,mc .1 ull kcc. \\ hat  1 r '  

r�  1 lh t l  out I our unl\  er . 1 !  fc,tr 

th.H '' � 'rL' nor •ooJ en uch-

to go to col lege, to find a mare, 

to meet l ife's challenges." 

Boylan, whose characters al­

ways seem to exist in  a blurry 

but bel ievable version of real 

l i fe ,  pre enrs in G etting In a 

group of people who al l ,  in one 

way or another, wish they could 

go back and retake a cri  rica l 

rest. Their scores are as low a 

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 I then ? . . .  I 

d i  appear, he thought.  I vanish 

from the face of the earth and 

turn into somebody e lse. Who 

do I become if  I don't become 

the person I imagine ?" 

Dylan's father, Ben, lost his 

wife to suic ide and his busine s 

to a ruthless corporate board. 

Ben's brother Lefty, the man at 

the Winnebago's wheel, de­

l ights in Ben' fai lure and in 

offering the beaten man a sales 

job on the fam i ly car lot. What 

Lefty doesn't know is that his 

wife ,  Chloe, not only hates h i m  

and rues t h e  d a y  she married 

him, she's trying to kill h im 

with fatty food and lots of ath­

letic sex. Chloe, 50 years old 

and without options for a bet­

ter l ife, wishes she'd never 

sett led for a man so inferior to 

her first husband. Her daugh­

ter A l l ison hates Lefty, too, but 

is more focused on whether she 

shou ld sleep with the snooty 

boyfriend, Polo, who plans to 

oo:e his way into Harvard and, 

probably, forget about her. And 

Lefty's son J uddy, a fencing 

champion being pursued-to 

Polo's eternal horror-by Har­

vard' fencing coach,  has re­

treated into a " h e y ,  dude"  

persona in  order to cope wi th  a 

secret he carries about Ben's 

mother and Lefty. 

In Boylan's hands, this rich 

material s ings. 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 

ever seen a man wearing a string 

tie who was not on the front of 

a bucket of c h icken." 

uggets l ike that-seem ­

ingly effortless l ines that fix 

a c haracter in your m ind­

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 

al ike" and thinks, "The only 

difference was that with col lege 

you took SAT's whereas with 

gi rls there were a l l  these other 

secret tests you took and fai led 

w ithout even knowing i t .  I t  

would b e  nice, actually, t o  know 

what your scores were in l ife. 

That way you wouldn't keep try­

ing to ask out Stanford when in 

all probabil ity you'd wind up 

married to somebody l ike the 

Univer ity of Las Vegas." 

As the novel progresses, from 
Y a l e  to H a rvard to Colby ,  
Bowdo i n ,  Dartmouth,  M i d ­
Jiebury,  A mherst ,  W i l l i ams,  
We leyan, each character find 
ome truth or comfort to l ive 

w i t h .  ec rets are revea l e d ,  
people are hurt and grow stron­
ger in the wounded places. A nd 
throughout ,  Boylan di plays the 
mastery of humor for which he 
1s noteJ among the very be t 
American novelists. + 



Plenty to Chew On 

I ra Sadoff rages at the i nd ign it ies of American l ife in Grazing 

By Kevin ool 

Grazing 
University of I l l inois Press 

72 pages 

J udging from the tit le of I ra 

ad ff's new book, Grazing, one 

might rea onabl y antic ipate a col­

lection of poems evoking a pa ta­

ra!, Whitmane que America. But, 

a the author writes in a line from 

"At the Grand anyon," 

. I suJ)pose we can be done 

with it , 

the whole business of matching 

trees with moral lessons . 

The redemptive qualitie of 

nature are all worn out, accord­

ing to adoff, and so is America. 

Visceral and provocat ive ,  

Grazing is an often bleak, occa­

sionally hopeful statement about 

America at the end of the cen­

tury. In an interv iew, Sadoff said 

it is poetry that, " looks suffering 

in the eye, and tries to make 

sense of it-to make it matter." 

Ea h of the book' three 

grouping- of poems plucks a dif­

ferent nerve. Part l is introspec­

tive and emot ional ly rail', Part 2 

bla:e- with indignam fury, Part 

3 oorhes. adoff says he wamed 

to construct a "  -pi ritual journey" 

that moves from the har-h real i ­

t ies  of private l ive- to a public 

account ing of cultural conflicts 

anc.l finally to a metaphysical 

"transcendence." "The transcen­

dence is in this l ife, through the 

body, in this world," adoff aid. 

The early poem are intimate 

and painfu l ly  reveal ing. " M y  

Mother's Funeral" mourn a on's 

estrangement from his damaged, 

emotionally di tant mother. The 

dark and disquieting "Solitude 

Etude" and "Before and After" 

typify adoff's ability to take per­

anal evems and fu e them with 

h istorical and social moments. 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 to his chest . . .  ") 

to the despair of a middle-aged 

man at a dreary truck stop in 

Wyoming ( "dry-mouthed and 

needle-pocked, half-hypnotized,/ 

teary-eyed, woon ing wi th a 

moan, he sang/Oh mama, please 

don' t  bring me down . " ) .  Uniquely 

American places are laid bare to 

reveal the damaged good within. 

l t  is not a pretty ight. 

In Part 2, the poems practically 

quiver with rage and contempt. 

They shriek at the inelegance of 

popular culture, the ensational­

ism of evems, the ll'earing down of 

decency. adoff is caching in hi 

asses ment of suburbia, in particu­

lar. "Quake" and "Vivaldi" are bl is-

At the Grand Canyon 
an excerpt 

tering indictments of the vacutty, 

i olat ion and elf-absorption of 

American life. The tttle ptece, a 

frenetic barrage of disjointed a o­

ciative image>, imitates the notst­

ness of our media-driven octety. 

Ourattention span , write adoff, 

are "worn fingernail thin." Graz­

ing-at the mall ,  in front of the 

television and in our relation­

ships-isour newpastime, he ay . 

The results are lives reduced to 

muddled sequences of uncon­

nected events lacking commit­

ment, permanence or meaning. 

adoff is angrier in Grazing 

than in hi previous work , which 

he characterizes as "modest and 

humble." The rage is connected 

to issues of social injustice, he 

ay . " I t' a rage at how little we 

matter as individuals; at how 

large the inju rice are. And at 

the ame t ime how al l  of our 

experiences are corrupted by the 

way in which the culture uses 

icons-the Kennedy as a ina­

tion, the death of Marilyn Mon­

roe-to intensify emotion. Real 

emotion i cheapened." 

"I  wanted to inve tigate the 

gulf berween the individual and 

the culture, which now is wider 

than ever," adoff said. "Our cul­

ture doesn't value art, doesn't value 

empathy or compassion. People 

are pushed a ide for commerce, o 

. You could nor call ir shame, u•har called co us 

back rhere , groll'ling 111 che t'Otce of a grt ��l:> , huddlmg b;. a Jll111per, 

bumished and stlwr, ac che cresc of che bwre. Yotl could ee 

a blur of liglu from \' egas , or tf )Ott ltSCened close/:-

:·ou mtghr hear mane: -han!(Jng hand.' . or furrher ba -k 

a feu• Apache fear her u/a�ed on a nt!cklace. There u � tl'ere , 

caughr berm.?en rtt•o -otmcne-:  one barb m e  and bemmful , 

rhe ocher spotfd and ctnlt�ed. As tf rh H u·ae che end of t t .  

_ J  

we feel poll'erle>s and often re­

tgned to our fare . I see poetry as 

a prote t agamst re tgnatton." 

"At the Grand anyon" (see 

excerpt below) htnt at the am­

btvalence of what tt mean to be 

an Amencan, at once awed by the 

natton's grandeur and demeaned 

by tts exce se . 

In Part 3, adoff softens. The 

poem are mure pastoral, often 

draw111g on the Ma111e landscape 

for both erttngand ptrtt. "I dtdn't 

want the book to be trretrtevably 

dark," atd adoff, who e "I Ltke 

Waking Up" will touch anyone 

who ha awoken to a cnsp, qutet 

country morning 111 Ma111e. 

"In Maine we live inextle from 

the rest of the country," adoff 

aid. "People here are decent to 

each other. The seventy of the 

land cape encourage people to 

look out for one another." 

Part 3 al o conttnue adoff'., 

exploration of pa ton and eros 

through the physical ll'orld. adoff 

say he want readers to full� feel 

bmh the agony and ec ta y 111 hts 

poems. 'The hope is that we can 

inhabit our expenence fu lly, 

immer e our,elve tn them," he 

atd. ' ' I 'm aymg you can't have tt  

both 1\'ay . You have to take the 

pam wtth the ec tasy. The repre -

ton ofone lead to the d1mtnt h­

ment of the other." + 
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