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Wayne Wilson: A Special Profile

Wayne Wilson says he doesn’t
spend much time eavesdropping,
but if you've read Loose Jam, you
have to wonder if he’s telling the
truth. One of the many strengths
of this first novel is its exquisitely
transcribed dialogue. Wilson
plainly has an ear for what he calls
the “music of the American lan-
guage,” and what he achieves in
Loose Jam is a dead-on accurate
rendering of the way Americans
talk and what they say. No false
notes, no ragged passages.

Wayne Wilson enrolled in
UMass/Boston as a transfer stu-
dent in 1987, and will graduate
with a BA in English this June.
When he does, he’ll join the long
list of writers who have graduated
from our English Department,
among them Jeffrey Schwartz
(poet), Deborah Bruce (poet),
Helene Davis (poet), James Haug
(poet; NEA recipient), Susan
Kelly (novelist; Edgar nominee),
George O’Har (novelist), Sharon
Singer Salinger (novelist), Maris
Nicols (short story writer;
Mademoiselle fiction award win-
ner), and three playwrights whose
plays have been produced by the
New Ehrlich Theater—Elizabeth
Quillan, Charles Anastas, and
Jesse Mavro (also a faculty mem-
ber.) Not too shabby for a depart-
ment that’s only 25 years old.

Loose Jam has so far been re-
viewed in the NY Times, the Los
Angeles Times, The Phoenix and
California magazine. Although
Wilson does not consider it a
“Viet Nam novel,” certainly read-
ers come away from the book with
a richer understanding of how the
war continues to shadow both its
soldiers and its sunshine patriots.
Loose Jam chronicles what hap-
pens to aging veteran Henry
Brown when Miles Duckworth, a
friend from the past (childhood-
past and Viet Nam-past) shows up
and disrupts Henry’s gentle slide
into the good night of middle age.
Readers meet up with the kind of
minor characters they expect to
populate a novel set in 1980’s
California—a chiropractor whose
leisurewear consists of “a NO
NUKES T-shirt and a rainbow
striped Guatemalan skull cap”; a
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Author Wilson inscribes a volume at his Harbor Campus reading.

“suntanned birdbrain” whose
most pressing thoughts consist of
securing the return of a borrowed
pen—and the kind major charac-
ters that often frequent the pages
of first novels—a searching and
introspective protagonist; a trick-
ster friend from the past; a wary-
but-strong love interest. They’re

all there and they’re all well
crafted.

What makes Loose Jam com-
pelling, however, is not its charac-
ters, its plot, its Viet Nam flash-
backs, or even its surrealistic vio-
lence; rather, it’s Wilson's use of
langauge and sly juxtaposition of
details. The novel begins, “when

Henry saw the one-legged man
coming up the dirt road from the
highway his thoughts scattered
like startled birds,” and the prom-
ise of poetry that opening sen-
tence sets up is delivered through-
out the text. There’s a sharpness
and a clarity to the prose, more-
over, that prompts readers to for-
give and, ultimately, forget, the
occasional excess. Readers get
drawn quickly into Henry’s
world, perhaps because they feel a
shock of recognition—here’s a
character who orders tofu when
lunching with his yuppie boss, but
who also stands in front of his
open refrigerator wolfing cold
pizza when he’s sure no one’s
looking. There is a bleak symme-
try to Loose Jam; parallel rela-
tionships, parallel journeys, par-
allel fates—what Henry calls “the
Irony of Doom.” It is a remark-
able novel.

No less remarkable, however,
than its author, whom a former
professor calls, “one of the finest
students I've taught anywhere,
anytime in my long career here
and at other distinguished univer-
sities.” Wilson returns the com-
plement with words of high praise
for English Department faculty,
who have been, he says, both in-
spirations and models.

Excerpt from Wayne Wilson's Loose Jam

That was how you got really
strange: coming home to a dark
house every night, eating alone,
sleeping alone—the whole stu-
pid routine. Pissing away the
evenings with pipe dreams and
planning every weekend of the
year in advance so there would
be no time to brood over all the
bleak corners of your life. De-
fending your heart while your
skin withered from lack of a
woman'’s touch. And before you
knew it you'd forgotten that you
were every lonely in the first
place; you grew accustomed to
spending  Friday nights
stretched out on the couch, dip-
ping shepherd’s bread in olive
oil and plunking along with B.
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B. King Live at the Regal until you
fell asleep among the damp
crumbs with the lights still burn-
ing.

It was Miles who had started
him on this melancholy train of
thought, Miles and that Policy
Man nonsense. Now all of
Henry's carefully developed no-

tions of balance and reason
were suddenly beginning to
appear awfully threadbare. And
Henry like those notions, he'd
come to depend on them; awak-
ening in a cold sweat during the
dark hours, he'd fumble for them
like a nearsighted man grabbing
for his glasses, certain that he
was about to tumble right off the
world into the black indiffer-
ence, certain that not a soul
would miss him.
—Used with permission
of the author.

Loose Jam, 263 pages (Dela-
corte Press, 1990), $17.95.
Available at the UMass/Boston
Bookstore.




