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“A piece of the body torn out by the roots might be more to the point.”

—James Agee
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

    It is sincerely hoped that this field guide will prove to be of value for all readers. To that end, several methods have been provided for navigation.



    	A CAPITALIZED GUIDE WORD appears at the top of each alphabetized entry. The reader may choose to move through these entries in sequential order—which is to say, alphabetically.

    	PRIMARY CROSS-REFERENCES at the end of each entry link the reader to related entries. The reader may wish to follow these cross-references until all entries have been read and the narrative is complete.

    	Secondary cross-references appear in roman type within the italicized photo captions, and alert the curious reader to further entries of interest. As with the primary cross-references, these may be used to move through the narrative in a non-sequential fashion. The TABLE OF CONTENTS offers further room to explore.





    The photographs in this edition are the work of a number of artists, whose names and accomplishments are charted in the end matter. Each photograph is meant to illuminate the preceding entry, and the North American Family as a whole.
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ADOLESCENCE

❧
It’s the boltcutters that open up a hole in the storm fence just big enough for a skinny boy to slip through. It’s the backpack in which spraycans are rattling. One knows what one is doing, weaving back and forth among the dark hulks of traincars; it’s the rails one must be careful to avoid. It’s the memory of batteries blown up in earlier, smaller instances of life beyond the law. Or beyond the row of junked cars, the newer ones the mayor has pronounced paint-resistant. It’s the rush of blood in the ears. The image on the backs of the eyes. It’s the sky over the city sprayed violet, like the inside of one’s heart—cloudy, brooding, still aglow after distant explosions.
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Though often identified with Freedom, the wild Adolescence more closely resembles a Search for Meaning.






SEE ALSO:
•ANGST •BOREDOM •CHEMISTRY•GRAVITY •NATURE VS. NURTURE •REBELLION•TENDERNESS •WHATEVER







ADULTHOOD

❧
Funerals weren’t so different from elementary school. There were rules you learned sooner or later, the easy way or the hard way. Sit still. Listen. Offer your wife or daughter a hand to hold, as though holding hands were something your family still did. Squeeze to signify you might cry at what seem to be the appropriate moments. If you think you might actually cry, wear sunglasses. It was grim but true: like school and work and everything else in Jack Hungate’s life, the funeral had eventually lost its novelty and become just another thing to plug into the day-planner, and by the end of his forties, he was averaging one or two every year: coworkers, fraternity brothers, relatives he’d forgotten he had. Neighbors. The sun was shining on the day they committed Frank Harrison to the earth, for example, and as Jack gazed through tinted lenses at the glowing blond hair on his own wife’s and daughter’s heads and at his son’s nascent sideburns, he realized he’d never really known the man, despite having seen him at least once a week for the last decade—a total of hundreds of neighborly interactions. Several times each summer, Frank had brought his family over to barbecue and swim. Their kids were the same age, roughly. A memory floated up out of the haze: Frank Harrison emerging from the backyard pool, half-naked and hulking, his booming voice advertising his kingdom for a towel and a beer. And it dawned on Jack that it could just as easily have been his own blood vessels bursting. It could have been his heart. He struggled to remain somber. He looked out across the sea of stricken faces toward the faraway silver Sound. Incense was on the air. An eerie silence obtained, as after snowfall, broken only by the priest’s litany and the drone of incoming planes and the widow’s choked breathing. It could have been me, Jack thought, but it wasn’t. A month later, when he and Elizabeth separated, he would find himself cursing the empty decorum of the country club set. But it served him well that day; no one could tell that inside he was rejoicing. Or that, although his heart now went out to Marnie and the two Harrison kids, Lacey and whatshisname—Tommy—he’d never really cared for the dead man anyway.
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    Adulthood can be distinguished from Maturity by its tendency to cling to the chrysalis. On occasion, Adulthood has even been known to disappear back into Adolescence following an unsettling foray into the world.




    SEE ALSO:
•DISCRETION •DIVORCE •FISCAL RESPONSIBILITY•FREEDOM •MIDLIFE CRISIS •MORTGAGE•SACRIFICE •TRADITION







ANGST


❧
Gabriel Hungate began to experiment at age thirteen, without the knowledge of his father or mother or younger sister. Described variously as “headstrong,” “hard to peg,” and “persuasive,” he had long been an object of interest among the neighborhood males two to three years his senior. When in a local backyard one offered him a modified aluminum can and the remnants of a “dime bag,” he accepted immediately. It might just as easily have started with a Mini-Thin or a dose of Ritalin or a drink of tequila; in the blurred tumble of months that followed Gabriel speculated that, contrary to the rigid verticality of the “gateway hypothesis,” stimulants and sedatives were networked horizontally, each linked to every other. Alcohol, nicotine, and cannabis, because the most readily available, were the intoxicants most often used among his cohort and by the subject himself. Typical symptoms of substance abuse (sullenness, academic underachievement, social withdrawal) were masked in Gabriel by a simultaneous disturbance in his domestic situation. His appetite for “downers” was well within the statistical mean for his sex and age; his tendencies to ingest in solitude and to keep the frequency and intensity of his intoxication secret even from his peers were outliers. Gabriel tended to conduct his experiments in his bedroom or the basement recreation room, and to further gauge his limits by playing music at high volume and sitting for hours in the dark in a state of self-recrimination. Even in the “kegger” setting, he drifted toward seclusion, where, he believed, anyone who cared to find him would come looking. No one came looking. Also notable, given the pattern of abuse over several years, was the abrupt cessation of these behaviors. Following the construction of a “graffiti wall” in the backyard of his mother’s house, Gabriel Hungate, for reasons beyond the explanatory power of this study, gave up narcotics at an age (17) when most of his peers were intensifying their explorations. He began, instead, to paint (although, significantly, the patterns of withdrawal and self-reproach and heavy tobacco use would continue right up until his accident).
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The fossil record shows the juvenile strain of Angst to be a relative newcomer. Possibly the product of crossbreeding between Boredom and Depression, it made its first documented appearance fewer than five hundred years ago.




    SEE ALSO:
•ADOLESCENCE •CHEMISTRY •DIVORCE•GRIEF •LOVE •MEANING, SEARCH FOR•PHASE •QUESTIONS, NAGGING








BOREDOM

❧

Jackie roams the near-empty lower field with a handheld video camera, chasing the electrons in the broody gray air, the mist so fine it might be imaginary. Brakelights stream beyond the chainlink fence. On the next field over, the varsity football team is practicing, and the war chants of teenagers puncture the pressurized quiet. A flock of graywhite birds is flushed from the hedge that separates the two fields. She chases them, her ponytail whipping around, her skirt and shirt too thin for the weather. She is narrating. “Today I lost a tooth.” She captures the birds as they tumble in a dizzying fractal into the air, colors shifting light to dark. They churn over a swimming pool that’s been covered for winter and dwindle to dots in the sky. “They’re running away. They don’t like me,” Jackie says. Trees scatter in the lens as she gallops away from the bushes. “The grass is brown.” She spots a mudpuddle. “This is from when the trucks come across the field for a delivery.” Now she lies down in the dry grass and aims the camera toward her face. “This is what it’s like to be a bug. Not very exciting.” She turns the camera around and positions her stuffed lion in front of the lens. It flops over. She reaches out to make an adjustment, but it flops again. An empty sandbox forms a backdrop. “This is Alphonse,” she says. “Say hello, Alphonse. Hello! Behind him, that’s the sandbox where I played at lunch today. I made a castle. Tomorrow I’m going to play kickball. That’s my video journal for today. The end.” The microphone drones dimly with white noise, and the camera continues to run, capturing the sandbox and the procession of blurry taillights far behind the flopped lion, whose mane is accreting fine raindrops. The voice cuts in again. “Oh, and also today, my parents got divorced. The end.” The footage ends abruptly.
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    Boredom, a harmless parasite once thought to be nonexistent where there was Entertainment, is now known to abide to some degree in every ecosystem.




    SEE ALSO:
•ANGST •DEPRESSION •INNOCENCE•MATURITY •MYTHOLOGY •RESIGNATION•SIBLING RIVALRY •WHATEVER







CHEMISTRY


❧
Sugar. Sweet & Low. Caffeine to start the day. To unwind, alcohol: a beer or two, a glass of wine. Sherry or gin or a dry martini, by the chair by the pool, a glass or a bottle. Then Tylenol. Or, for headaches, ibuprofen. For asthma, albuterol. Sniffles, sneezes, post-nasal drip: Robitussin, Nyquil, Dimetapp. The pantheon of name-brand pharmaceuticals, like poets of a dead tongue: Valium, Lithium, Xanax and Zoloft, Paxil and Prozac. Allegra, Viagra. Claritin, Clarinex, Retsin and Ritalin. The shelf in the medicine chest stuffed with Eli Lilly, GlaxoSmithKline, AstraZeneca. The horizons huffing opens up: gasoline, whipped cream, permanent markers, airplane glue, and airbrush propellant. And then nicotine. Marijuana. Hashish. Opium. Amyl nitrates. Lysergic acid diethylamide. Psilocybin. Mescaline. Methamphetamines and amphetamines. Cocaine to kill pain. No different than a codeine pill. No different than Demerol, or Percocet. The baby aspirin doctors recommend most. The epidural, even before the birth.
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