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The search is what anyone would undertake if he were not sunk in the everydayness of his own life.… To become aware of the possibility of the search is to be onto something. Not to be onto something is to be in despair.


—Walker Percy, The Moviegoer

















PREFACE



From the deck of a pleasure boat in the Yokohama harbor, I watched the world’s largest clock recede through an early-June drizzle. The Cosmo Clock 21 is a digital display mounted in the center of an enormous Ferris wheel swirling with carnival lights. Time as amusement-park ride. It disappeared as we motored into the glittering nocturnal realm of the Shiohama Canal, whose intricate skyline of smoke and steel reflected shakily on the black water around us, intensified by low storm clouds. My husband, Brad, and I were on a nighttime industrial jungle cruise with a group that included two expat friends from New Orleans I hadn’t seen in years. We passed by refineries, oil terminals, and steel mills along this dredged shipping channel of the Sumida River, cut through with a network of canals and man-made islands. The yellow logo that adorned the tour company’s brochure had transformed its Japanese characters into stylized pipes, valves, and smokestacks. Language as refinery.


The crew served up a toxic-green complimentary drink, the name of which translated as “Night of Deepening Memory.” Brad joked that this sounded like something we’d serve at the ECRG. Adjusting our hats and jackets in the tumult of the wet salt air, he and I explained to the others that six months earlier, at the start of the year, we’d struck up what we called an Existential Crisis Reading Group with some friends back home in New Orleans. The usual response: a blend of bemusement, appreciation, skepticism. Invoking the ECRG within that ethereal nightscape, amid massive civilization-powering machinery obscured by the eerie romance of steam and sodium lights, seemed appropriate. The ECRG had become part of how we engaged with the world, had begun to inform our lives and experiences in so many ways.


Brad went to the lounge belowdecks to see if he could get a refill of Deepening Memory, and my friends huddled with a crew member by the bridge, trying to get more information, since the tour was given in effusive, staticky Japanese and we didn’t really know what was going on. I didn’t mind, though, was even comfortable in the disorientation, watching girls in neat cardigans clutch the rail, holding their short skirts down against the harassing wind, and pose unsteadily in front of the brilliant menace of the gargantuan TOWA refinery. The pleasure boat lingered there, listing as couples and grinning young women rushed starboard to have their pictures taken with the backdrop of the miles of trusses and angled pipes made eloquent by light and steam.


Halfway across the planet from my home, halfway through this first year of the ECRG project, I was filled with both wonder and dread by this heightened moment, feeling its searching pull, attentive to my own reactions. This curious tour on the Sumida River seemed a fitting end to a trip to Japan defined by disaster and novelty. I’d been here to participate in an academic post-disaster symposium at a Tokyo university where one of my New Orleans friends taught. At the conference and in the bars, scholars from all over the world theorized, analyzed, and relived various individual and regional disasters, both natural and man-made, focusing on how people negotiate the aftermath, move forward. This urgent sharing of ideas and findings, the collective preoccupation with destruction and survival, the drinking, were all ground we covered during any given ECRG, only this was on a different scale, on a different continent.


As we sailed deeper into the shipping channels, it was easy to succumb to the unreality of it all, to let our minds swerve and detour. My friends joined me at the stern. At a Japanese railroad company’s energy hub, enormous gantry cranes stood motionless at the water’s edge, surrounded by piles of coal that looked almost scatological. One of my friends said the cranes reminded him of Cerberus guarding the gates of hell, another said a giraffe. To me, they just looked prehistoric and expectant, heads raised against the glossy night. Then we became silent and entranced again, lost in our own interpretations.


Our friend Chris had set the ECRG in motion back in December. Manic and intensely thoughtful, he would often show up at our house unannounced, his existential angst trailing and puffing restlessly around him like the dirt clouds attached to the Peanuts character Pigpen, or at other times swirling Tasmanian Devil–style, with dizzying urgency. But he’s hardly cartoonish or two-dimensional, just vivid and physical, with an extra dose of animation that’s deeply, internally driven. Mortally tormented and Boston Irish, Chris had spent most of his adult life in New Orleans, as an actor, burlesque MC, nonprofit administrator, and construction worker. Our house usually welcomes his particular injection of agitated anima, especially if I’m making dinner and feeling sorry for myself. Chris is a commiserator in the condition, though the trappings of our respective conditions are very different. I write, teach, have kids and a husband and days tightly bound by responsibility. Chris is like an emissary from a land I left years ago, and sometimes remember fondly, who brings exotic, weary tales of its customs—frequent, ill-advised hookups and all-night benders, and more current rituals like sexting and Facebook feuds. He had recently asked if I’d want to do some reading with him, sit down and talk through some philosophical issues one-on-one. I immediately said no, my life was already a thicket of personal obligation, but I’d be happy to do it as a group, open it up as a social venture.


So, a few weeks before Christmas, at the Hot Wok Buffet in a suburban strip mall, Brad and I made a list of names on a paper napkin. Beneath the branches of a fake tree reaching toward a chandelier galleon with Lucite sails, we discussed people we thought might be interested in an existential crisis reading group. Our two sons, twelve and five at the time, made frequent trips to the all-you-can-eat serving islands steaming and glistening with immediate gratification. Some people on the list were shoo-ins, others debated, a few eventually scratched off. The boys returned to the table with plates full of anarchy: pizza slices, sushi rolls, Jell-O cubes, and, since we live in south Louisiana, a couple of whole shrimp to dismember.


As we made the list, we realized that there did seem to be a need for something like this among our friends. Flux was the norm—divorces, jobs lost, jobs gained, children birthed, children considered, sustained economic insecurity, and unexpected windfalls. People were on edge as 2011 was winding down, and 2012 seemed to carry some portent. Chris had sent us a handmade postcard featuring the etched disc of the Mayan calendar: Let’s do this! Hang on in 2012. It’s going to be a wild ride. Another friend, Case, showed up at our house one day with his forearm tattooed with the admonishment Yes in 2012.


And the time felt right for me personally. My father was two years into worsening leukemia. His illness called for frequent hospital visits. Parking meters, frigid corridors, small talk with a chronically pissed-off dad, clenching fear in an elevator descending from the oncology ward, people in scrubs just doing their jobs. Weekly breakfasts with my mother, who needed someone to listen to her. Our kids were getting older and the demands of parenting becoming more complex. I found myself in the unanticipated fulcrum of midlife: balancing youth and age in my body, in my head, in my family. But, of course, there was no balance, only low-grade near-daily skirmishing.


Besides, much of my adult life had been gouged with crises. I’d crawl out of one trench only to be kicked down into another. In my late twenties, soon after I’d finished graduate school and thought I was embarking on a more accomplished, or at least certified, life, my youngest sister, Rebecca, committed suicide. A year and a half later, just as I was beginning to feel normal again, her identical twin sister, Rachel, did the same. There were eight of us growing up. Now there were six, four sisters and two brothers, a fourth of our brood gone. Losing a sibling, especially in youth, is a particular blow, a lateral loss of shared history and DNA that lacerates your identity. Your old narrative is shattered. Your new narrative becomes shapeless, full of confusion and pain. Double that.


When the worst of the grief was over and life opened up again, I met a kind, funny, creative, handsome man named Brad. Brad had suffered his own traumas. His partner had died from a brain tumor the year before, at the age of thirty-three, and left him with a three-year-old son to raise on his own. Both of us knew grief well, but were committed to living. We married within the year. Barely unpacked from our Mexican honeymoon, we were forced out of our home when Hurricane Katrina made landfall and destroyed much of the city. Stunned exiles, we forged our new family on the road, with a kind of refugee freedom and clutching love. When we were finally able to return home, our new life was overtaken by not only destruction, but also creation, as we discovered that on that Mexican honeymoon, somewhere in Oaxaca between bottles of excellent mescal, I’d gotten pregnant. In the first few years after the storm, we were in survival mode, raising young sons, engaged in civic triage and the exhausting work of reconstruction.


By 2011, life had settled. The kids were fine, our jobs were good, the city was recovering in its imperfect way. There was ample love and sometimes even happiness. Finally, some space in the aftermath for contemplation, for reckoning. It was in this space that I felt a persistent, daily, unsettling dread. I would become hollow at the checkout counter, watching items being scanned, or dazed in traffic with the kids in the backseat, convinced, vaguely, that everything was wrong, this route, my parenting, humanity. Later, through the ECRG, I would learn a name for it: the Metaphysical Hangover. When Chris approached me about the readings, it seemed like a possible remedy.


With our Hot Wok list finished that day, Brad and I paid our check beneath the glittering galleon, bellies full, anticipating an afternoon of gastric regret. Some shared qualities among the people on the list turned out to be: an oft-glimpsed sad or jittery introspective bent, niceness, a sense of humor. Some had a tendency to haunt the periphery, but a few were moths to the spotlight. All seemed to be searching, just in different places. Many of them were strangers to each other. We were wary of our own project, which we knew could by turns seem pretentious, goofy, or totally necessary. Over the next week, we approached some of the roughly twelve listees in person and sent emails to others.


Having been a little sheepish in our invitations, we were surprised at the enthusiasm of the responses. Some said yes seconds into our rambling pitch, others asked cautious questions. What do you mean by “existential crisis”? You know, an urgent moment of questioning, a desire to search for meaning or purpose. How depressing is this going to be? It doesn’t have to be depressing at all. Existentialism is really about optimism and engagement, not despair… I think? How would it work? Each month someone would choose a reading, then hopefully the next month’s reading would naturally arise from the discussion, keep the dialogue ratcheting forward month after month. A few names for the gathering were thrown out there—the Futility All-Stars, Existentialists Anonymous, and my favorite, the Futilitarians—but we would remain generically identified and subsequently just refer to ourselves as the Existential Crisis Reading Group. One recruit asked if we’d have a secret handshake. Sure, why not? We decided on an earnest grip, a too-long gaze, and a deep sigh.


We would head home to New Orleans the day after the pleasure cruise, which gave the night a valedictory feel. Toward the end of the tour, the boat captain asked the passengers for a show of hands as to which color of lights they had preferred, the red or the white. White won. He was pleased and talked about the spiritual healing powers of the white light and white smoke. One friend translated this as some of us furrowed our brows, skeptically. Throughout the tour, my friends, who’d also grown up in south Louisiana, kept remarking how much it reminded them of home, of the clusters of light and fire rising out of the swamps along I-10 and lining the Mississippi River like intense little cities. The same distant, intermittent drama of the flare stacks, the same petro-sharp smells that changed properties with the wind. Deepening Memory indeed.


But spiritual healing?


“People can find spiritual healing anywhere,” Brad said. “Besides, this is like a night journey. A transformation that can only occur at night, outside the context of your regular life.” He was referring to an ECRG reading from a few months back.


As usual, I was burrowing toward the darkness while Brad was digging toward the light. As usual, he was right. The tour did feel transformative—images that we see in our everyday lives we were now re-seeing in a different way, from a different angle, informed by new thoughts and influences, a dreamlike metaphor for the year of the ECRG. This trip to Japan, which I thought would be a break from the grief and stress of the past six months, was instead punctuating it, certifying that this truly was a time of deepening, of interrogating life.


Tomorrow, we’d cross over the international dateline, feeling scrambled and anxious to reach home, to shower gifts on our sons, to scroll through pictures and try to pass on to the boys the amazingness of everything we’d seen. Brad gathered us high school friends together for a picture on the slick deck in front of a structure that looked like a rocket launchpad about to blow. It occurred to me that we hadn’t all been together like this for over twenty years, since goofing around for our senior-prom photo at a downtown hotel, masquerading as fancy adults. And here we were in a dazzling and seething shipping channel in eastern Japan. I felt a flickering amazement at how life in its arborescence keeps reconnecting us to our pasts in unexpected branching ways.


With the tour over, we headed back, weather-battered, to the pier, back to the illuminated office buildings and high-rise hotels of Yokohama, back to the Cosmo Clock 21’s dizzying, spectacular countdown.















JANUARY



All Is Vanity


Nearly everyone showed up on time, odd for a New Orleans social gathering. Friends parked and turned off headlights, or shackled their bikes to our old iron fence. The wooden porch collected and amplified their footsteps. The seven-thirty convergence was rung in by the off-key bells of the church tower near the corner on Dauphine Street. A few years earlier, the church had changed its name to Blessed Francis Xavier Seelos, in honor of a local priest who died tending to yellow-fever victims after the Civil War. Although he was a near saint, in canonical limbo, the legitimacy of his alleged miracles had yet to be ratified by Vatican bureaucracy. The records agreed he was deeply beneficent, holy even, but was he magic?


Wine bottles congregated on our living room’s low table, and bodies settled onto the couches and oversized pillows on the floor. Our project seemed to call for some good scotch, an elevated example of human production—the species proving its worth—and Brad and I had bought a bottle of single-malt Aberlour. This first meeting did not have any clear expectations, though, much less a definite agenda, so no one knew quite how to start.


Drinks were poured and names were traded among the dozen of us. With the exception of my younger sister Susan, and Chris, whom I’d met during the dark years around my sisters’ deaths, the others were all people Brad and I had befriended since we’d met each other about eight years before. We knew them from different spheres in our lives—work, art, kids. In addition to Chris’s eclectic résumé, we had a few writer/teachers, poet/musicians, a couple of visual artists, a construction manager and former journeyman plumber, and one psychology professor with a private practice on the side who’d long referred to himself as an “existential plumber.”


Chris preambled with a little background information. He’d chosen the initial readings because he wanted to go way back, to hear from the ancients, get to the root of existential thought—at least the Western root—with a letter from third-century-BCE Greek philosopher Epicurus to King Menoeceus on “how to live well” and with Ecclesiastes from the Old Testament, believed written not long afterward. Brad and I had scanned the texts and emailed them out, so everyone either had printouts they’d made notes on or, in a couple of cases, a phone they’d scroll through to find passages. Then there were the conflicting legacies of both Epicurus and Ecclesiastes, Chris continued. Some scholars have claimed there were possibly a few different authors of Ecclesiastes, which would explain the inconsistencies, contradictions, and wafflings of the book’s speaker, the Preacher, commonly thought to be old King Solomon, son of David, looking back on his life and sharing what he’d learned. Epicurus had a reputation for being a cultlike leader, holed up in his garden commune with his followers, and his name has become wrongly attached to lavish hedonism. In fact, he advocated moderation and making do with little in order to better appreciate more prosperous times. His pursuit of pleasure was more connected to the absence of pain, not excessive sensuality.


Chris read aloud from a section of Epicurus called “The Importance of Studying Philosophy,” leaning assertively on his Bostonian vowels. Comfortable behind a mike and in front of crowds, he reined in his performance persona, sized it to the room:


“‘So, both for young and old, it is imperative to take up the study of philosophy. For the old, so that they may stay youthful even as they are growing older by contemplating the good things of life and the richness of bygone events. And, for the young, so that they may be like those who are advanced in age in being fearless in the face of what is yet to come.’”


The promise of remaining youthful through philosophy was appealing to me, as nearly every day I was helplessly discovering signs of the disappearance of my younger self. If that self’s spirit could be captured and nurtured, then maybe it would be easier to let her body go, accept the inevitable. The oldest among us, Kevin, the bearded, laconic existential plumber, already seemed to have attained a dispassionate agelessness through his dedication to the workings of the metaphysical. Our sons were best friends, and if we ever found ourselves together at a five-year-old’s birthday party, I never had to worry about getting trapped in grating parent talk of car pools and charter schools; I could rely on Kevin to lead me down some hushed conversational tunnel about Nietzsche or the construct of authority, far away from the fracas.


The two youngest in the room, Nate and Sara, strangers to each other, both writers in their twenties, newish to the city and to adulthood, already seemed way more advanced in age than I recall ever being back then, even comparatively fearless with their life choices and trajectories. Nate, the only person I’ve ever met from Wyoming, had been a student in my community writing class at a local university and was so smart and passionate I once ceded most of a class on a George Orwell essay to him. He’s a writer and editor who’d lived in too many places and had too many lives for someone his age, enjoying a picaresque early twenties, DJing in Buenos Aires, slam-poeting in Salt Lake City. Quiet and receptive, keeping to the background like the steady blues bass player she is, Sara already had a master’s degree at twenty-four and a profound expectation of poetry and the importance of it in her life.


Post-Katrina New Orleans had become a trampoline for some millennials to get momentum and “experience” before vaulting off to better opportunities in more reasonable cities. We’d seen earnest waves of them come and go, with their temporarily funded post-disaster projects and nonprofit jobs. Surprisingly, Nate and Sara had stuck around. I didn’t know how they’d gotten so advanced so young, but Sara was having a quarter-life crisis and told me she was glad to have been invited to the group. I didn’t quite understand the concept of a quarter-life crisis, as I’d chalked up that whole decade to a sort of inchoate crisis of becoming, mostly spent in bars and bad relationships. I was a little envious they were getting the benefits of an ECRG at so young an age. Would it give them some kind of advantage going forward in life? I was hoping it would give me an advantage in just getting through the week.


We began with the abyss. While both the Ecclesiastes and Epicurus were didactic, prescriptive texts about how to live one’s life, both were also contingent on acknowledging the void beyond our sensory perception, aka death. Chris said that some speculate that the spirit of Ecclesiastes may have been influenced by Epicurus and other Greek thinkers who sought to grapple with the nature of temporal reality, the here and now, and who discounted an eternal existence of the soul and seemed to struggle with the role of deities in the human condition. Influential to later philosophers, both these texts were considered radical and even dangerous. Epicurus was demonized well after his death. Dante placed his followers in flaming tombs in the sixth circle of hell, reserved for heretics. And “the whole duty of man” section at the end of Ecclesiastes is thought to have been tacked on much later—an attempt to make the near nihilism of the book’s message conform to the rest of the Bible’s teachings of adherence to God’s law.


One of the first things that struck the group was our unwitting familiarity with Ecclesiastes, one of the more quoted and literarily raided books of the Old Testament. Melville draws from it repeatedly in Moby-Dick. It’s where Hemingway lifted The Sun Also Rises from; Henry James, The Golden Bowl; the Byrds, the entirety of “Turn! Turn! Turn!” (“To every thing there is a season… a time to be born, a time to die”). Everyone owns “fly in the ointment” and “Eat, drink, and be merry.” On Ash Wednesday, the ostensible rationale for Mardi Gras, when the priest thumbs the coarse ash onto our aching heads, he reinforces our mortality with “All go unto one place; all are of dust, and all turn to dust again.” My favorite aphorism from Ecclesiastes doesn’t seem to have gotten much traction, literary or otherwise: “For to him that is joined to all living there is hope: a living dog is better than a dead lion.”


The phrase “All is vanity” jackhammers throughout Ecclesiastes, by turns hectoring and exasperated and resigned, and is the book’s ultimate punctuation. Some of us gathered in the living room found this nihilism jarring alongside all of the lesson-teaching, others found it liberating. Either way, “All is vanity” became the running joke of the evening. Acknowledging the void, we could make fun of the void. Only an hour into the evening and already despair was seeming more manageable. Most people appeared both relaxed and eager to engage in the big talk. A few didn’t say much, but seemed to be attentively reading along on their printouts, or maybe they were inwardly dismissing the whole enterprise?


I brought up the ending of James Joyce’s “Araby,” where the word “vanity” first stained my consciousness as a teenager. The young narrator is in love with Mangan’s sister, who lives down the street, and Joyce expresses the infatuation as a turn-of-the-twentieth-century adolescent Dubliner might have felt it, conflating Catholic ornamentation with romantic desire: “I bore my chalice safely through a throng of foes. Her name sprang to my lips at moments in strange prayers and praises which I myself did not understand.” Raised in a Catholic family in a Catholic city, I could relate, having been jammed into the pew every Sunday morning with my seven brothers and sisters, all of us born within eight years of each other—John, Kristin, me, fraternal twins Susan and Soren, Amy, identical twins Rebecca and Rachel. I’d be on my knees before the Lord with the rest of the family, but most of our bowed heads were confused with hormonal surgings and Saturday-night reverberations.


In “Araby,” the smitten narrator is on a mission to buy an exotic gift for Mangan’s sister at the Araby bazaar. After his uncle promises to give him money to go, but then forgets and comes home late, the narrator arrives at the bazaar just as everything is closing, stall workers counting their money, the lights in the great hall shutting down all around him. The story ends with the epiphany: “Gazing up into the darkness I saw myself as a creature driven and derided by vanity; and my eyes burned with anguish and anger.” As a teenager, I knew instinctively to be moved by the one-two punch of music and meaning, the poetic import. As an adult whose adolescent vein of melancholy and self-loathing is still alarmingly rich, I read those lines and I think: Oh God, here I am, still empty-handed, still gazing into the darkness!


At least now, that darkness has become familiar, circumscribed by adult responsibility and experience, but retaining those shadowy contours of longing and frustration and questioning. As I rediscovered that night of the first ECRG, it seems any lengthy discussion of the search for meaning leads inevitably to “desire,” that opulent hologram, thus creating a flurry of conversational flourishes on the subject, like:


“We live in fear that our desires won’t be fulfilled.”


or


“We live in fear of losing desire.”


or


“Pleasure is the end of desire, and pleasure is the end of pleasure.”


or


“You’re just a hungry ghost, nothing but your spirit and your desire; you are insatiable.”


or


“And what about manufactured desire, the world of advertising constantly telling us what we desire?”


We were starting to sound French, but no matter how heady our discussion became, references to materialism seemed inescapable, as if our souls were sticky with the problem of things. As twenty-first-century first-worlders, caught up in a vortex of vanities, how could we really expect to free our selves?


Case, a construction manager, writer, and former journeyman plumber, kept bringing up an ex-girlfriend’s emotional attachment to a pair of shoes and how she had once become disconsolate when they were ruined in a rainstorm. Kevin said that this was completely valid, as the subjectivity of pain always is. But Case said that he couldn’t get past it, even though she was really hot, because this was after Katrina, when the whole city was suffering so much actual loss.


One of the few ECRG members Brad and I met as a couple, right before we got married, Case seemed on an itinerant sweep through New Orleans, via a spread-out life that ranged through a graduate program in Mississippi, a young adulthood in the Southwest, and a childhood in Alaska. But Case stuck around after Katrina and threw himself into the city’s rebuilding—intellectually, artistically, and physically—with the same intensity he put into most things. He practiced what he called plumber’s yoga and occasionally wrote poems and stories on joists underneath the houses he was working on.


While Case was in the gritty trenches of rebuilding, he, Brad, my sister Susan, and I had started a nonprofit that put on community events—readings, art shows—in the largely empty city. During that same wild, hopeful period, we also met Case’s new girlfriend, Nina, who worked on her own projects, elaborate floats and oversized sculptural puppets, in a massive abandoned school building commandeered by a few dozen artists. Tattooed and blue-eyed, tough with long blond ringlets, Nina was sitting next to Case on the couch, focusing a fierce gaze onto her printouts of the readings. Everyone else tried to steer the talk away from the hot ex and the shoes, but it was like a boomerang Case kept throwing into the conversation.


Both Ecclesiastes and Epicurus had warned of the scourge of materialism, which has now brought the planet and its humans, including our friend Case, to a point of crisis. Seems that since people stopped roaming, settled down, and starting shaping jars from cliffside clay to hold their stuff, it’s been a problem for our souls. The Preacher-King was especially “vexed” by it and claimed that even though he had had it all during his lifetime—houses, gold and silver, “the peculiar treasures of kings,” orchards, vineyards, men servants and women servants, men singers and women singers—none of it mattered, all is vanity, because he’s going to die anyway, and after he dies, all of his labor will be left to the guy who comes after him. I’m here to tell you, he basically says, don’t even bother with it all.


Nina, already on edge, was especially rankled by the patronizing tone of Ecclesiastes. She was independent, following her interests and ambitions all over the world, and I’d often wondered how she and Case were faring. “For thousands of years, old men have been telling us what’s best for us—it gets wearying and boring. And of course, wouldn’t we rather bother with it and find out for ourselves? If even one of those things softened the blow of mortality, one jar of silver, one manservant or singer, a couple of fruit trees, wouldn’t it be worth it?”


Susan nodded her head in agreement as Nina spoke. She had enthusiastically accepted the invitation to participate in the ECRG, as she had just endured a difficult divorce and was suffering other protracted life trauma. She rarely let the wear show, and if anything, I thought her suspiciously cheerful. Since we’d grown up together, close in birth order, it was a comfort to have someone else in the room to wordlessly connect to, someone who shared blood, the vagaries of a crowded childhood, the ever-present loss of two sisters, and Dad’s illness, which kept us anxious from month to month, vacillating between cautious hope and fear.


“Maybe the Preacher-King just had too much,” Susan said. “That’s what Epicurus seemed to be saying to King Menoeceus, too. Quality over quantity is what brings true pleasure.”


It was Epicurus’s definition of pleasure, for him meaning merely “the soul is free of distress,” that Ellen wanted to question. Ellen is an artist who sometimes worked with Brad as a scenic painter for the movies, with sharp, elegant features and a south Alabama accent that tears opens her words so wide they seem to accommodate a different meaning. “But is it good to be free of distress? And do we even want to be free of all distress?” Some of us in the room, especially the passionate and acerbic Ellen, were very attached to our distress, thought that it was often an appropriate response to being human and to being connected to other humans. I pointed out that existentialists like Sartre claimed, “Anguish is natural to man. It means this: the man who involves himself and who realizes that he is not only the person he chooses to be, but also a lawgiver who is, at the same time, making a choice for all of mankind as well as for himself, cannot therefore escape the feeling of his deep and total responsibility.”


I read that quote aloud from A Concise Dictionary of Existentialism, a thin, gray hardback with brittle foxing pages, published in 1960. During our discussion, when I couldn’t articulate my thoughts or was stymied by my intellectual failings, or when the wine was slackening the connection between mind and mouth, the dictionary was my crutch. I found it years before in graduate school when I helped run an estate sale out of a crumbling old storefront in the French Quarter. I sorted through used, smoke-damaged books that the lawyer I was working for believed were cursed, because their deceased owner, a shady book collector, had not been a very good person and because bad things, most recently a mysterious fire in an adjacent storage unit, happened near wherever the books ended up. The collector supposedly had young male lovers pose as college students and steal valuable old books from the local university libraries. The lawyer told me the collector shot and killed one of these young men, claiming he mistook him for a burglar. Whenever I came across a three-hundred- or four-hundred-year-old tome with a ragged rectangle cut low on the thick vellum spine where the call number might’ve been, I wondered if it was somehow connected to the murdered book thief–lover.


Alphabetical entries in A Concise Dictionary of Existentialism begin with “Americanism”—“A monstrous complex of myths, of values, of formulae, of slogans, of symbols, of rites… the great myths of happiness, that of progress, that of liberty, that of triumphant maternity; there is realism, optimism; and then there are Americans who at first are nothing, who grow among these colossal statues and disentangle themselves as best they can” (Sartre)—and end with “Youth”—“Youth as the period of highest vital efficiency and of erotic exaltation, becomes the desired type of life in general. Where the human being is regarded only as a function he must be young; and if youth is over, he will still strive to show its semblance” (Karl Jaspers). (See also: Old Age; Past and Present.)


Chris connected Sartre’s anguish about contingency, how our individual actions reflect on all of humanity, to Epicurus’s “immortal goods.” Epicurus defines that phrase as being truly alive, paying attention to the people and world around us, and acting accordingly, and he claims it’s the best we can hope for. That all seemed reasonable and doable to us, even though today, thousands of years after Epicurus lounged in his garden with his acolytes, we have an infinite number of distractions between us and our “immortal goods.”


For most of the evening, Brad had been rather quiet. Listening, hosting, running interference with the boys, who kept raiding the snacks people brought, and handling bedtime. But he was the one who pointed out that both of the evening’s readings embraced another basic value: enjoyment of life through simple fellowship, one of the highest uses of our brief time here in the world.


Which, many people agreed, we were already doing that evening, under the tall ceiling of our living room and the kind, indirect lighting, around a low metal table magnetized by the bottles, glasses, snacks, and our talk, which was building up time around it like good conversation does. It would be nice to describe the blue of that table as a mythic Aegean, but it’s actually an iridescent Malibu blue, chosen from an auto paint catalog and airbrushed on by Brad, more West Coast hot rod, a chunk of twentieth-century America weighing down the middle of the room, anchoring us with context even as our minds and talk got all timeless and universal.


The evening wound down with a tentative though satisfying sense of something beginning, a night class we were all auditing, and an agreement to create a monthly curriculum guided by the vagaries of the group. Since there was some dissatisfaction with the abstract nature of the talk that evening, even though ostensibly that’s what we were there for, and some of us craved a little narrative, for the next meeting Case suggested “This Way for the Gas, Ladies and Gentlemen,” by Tadeusz Borowski, evidently agitating to push us to the extreme of modern societal evil. It’s the title story from a beautiful and brutal postwar collection by a Polish writer and journalist who was imprisoned and put to work in Nazi concentration camps, was liberated, wrote about it all, and committed suicide at the age of twenty-eight. But sure, we collectively shrugged in assent, and, this being the Age of Impulse, when forethought and waiting are less and less acceptable, Case tapped at his iPhone, accessed the vast shared cyber brain of human knowledge, found the link, and instantly sent the horror of Auschwitz straight to all of our inboxes while we talked and drank.


A tiptoe procession bore crumb-laden platters and glasses down the hallway, past our sleeping boys’ bedroom, to the kitchen. Empty wine bottles clanked discreetly into the trash can under the sink. Bikes were liberated from the fence, and parking spots opened back up in front of the house. It was late. Brad and I left the dishes in a precarious pile on the counter until the morning and went to bed, minds buzzing and happy, surprised about how well it had gone, grateful for our friends.


The search had begun, and it was already so affirming and fun. As mother, daughter, wife, teacher, I directed much of my day toward the needs of others. Yes, I could carve out time alone to read and write and replenish the mind and soul, but the ECRG provided the bonus of so many other viewpoints to embrace and invigorated my own experience of the reading, minus the competitiveness and insecurity I’d often felt in school. That night we’d contrasted Epicurus’s claim that the attainment of knowledge was necessary for one’s “soul-health” with the Preacher-King’s warning: “For in much wisdom is much grief: and he that increaseth knowledge increaseth sorrow.” I was used to sorrow, didn’t even mind sorrow, but the possibility of a hybrid “soul-healthy sorrow” felt useful. This communal investigation of living felt useful, and necessary. I set my alarm for too early, turned off the bedside lamp, and burrowed under the covers, feeling something like relief.
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A few hours later, in the early morning of January 6, Nina would leave Case. “Damn the Existential Crisis Reading Group,” Nina said repeatedly as she packed up her things. We had sensed the tension between them before, and apparently all the talk of intentionality and the ex-girlfriend had set her off. But still, Brad and I agreed later that day, it wasn’t such a great sign for the beginning of the ECRG. Then again, it was a reminder that the search could lead to all kinds of outcomes. January 6 is also the Feast of the Epiphany, celebrating the Three Kings’ discovery of baby Jesus, son of God, in the manger, an important day not only on the Catholic calendar but also the New Orleans calendar, because it marks the beginning of the carnival season, pops off the cork of the year. I always loved our celebration of the Feast of the Epiphany as a kid because it meant more presents, and then later as an adult for the import, the celebration of discovery and hope. Joyce secularized the Catholic use of “epiphany” for literary purposes, and humanity co-opted it for personal uses, to put a name to those rare, gleaming revelations that sometimes travel from afar to change our understanding of ourselves or the world.


On that same morning of the Feast of the Epiphany, my dad, with almost no immunity due to his chemo treatments that week, took the long drive to the Angola prison, tucked into the crook of the state near the Mississippi border, to visit his pro bono client on Death Row and fell ill upon returning home. Days later, he died a patriarch’s death in the Touro Infirmary with all of his remaining children around him, prayer working its binding magic among us, even though most of us held only the barest vestige of faith, and really only when it seemed to serve us. He’d been unconscious for most of the day, and all there was to do was attend to the running down of the animal machine, anticlimactic, exhausting.
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A couple of days later, taking a break from the death chores, five of the surviving siblings went to lunch at the Rib Room, table 5, Dad’s table, to drink with his fresh ghost. We had collectively grieved before, but with a different quality. This was a father’s death, a shifting of the axis. Without the shock and horror and self-recriminations of our sisters’ suicides, which bound us so tightly to the events of their deaths, we faced a chasm, a great unmooring.


During lunch, a reporter from the New Orleans Times-Picayune called the oldest of us, John, also a lawyer, who’d made it from Pittsburgh to the deathbed just in time. The paper was doing one of those article-length obituaries it publishes for people of some civic prominence and wanted to ask a few questions about our father’s life. John and my older sister, Kristin, a politician at the time, passed the phone back and forth, answering the reporter’s questions with a fuzzy magnification brought on by lunchtime martinis, the power siblings in collusion, the rest of us holding in our laughter. I sat across from them in the padded booth, the mortified middle child, mouthing “Stop it” over my Beefeater, Dad’s drink.


Dad had held court at table 5 for over twenty-five years, since we were teenagers. The place had hardly changed. Waiters in maroon jackets eternally placed hot French bread in paper wrappers onto white tablecloths. The balcony-sheltered windows kept the noon sunlight golden, the bare bulbs of sconces and chandeliers merely embellishing the light. Church-high ceilings with faux-Tudor rafters, walls veneered with veiny green and black marble meeting a polished flagstone floor. The usual architectural suggestion—affluence as some sort of ancient privilege, anchored by the prizes of geology. Reproductions of nineteenth-century levee lanterns were mounted high on the walls of the Rib Room, names of the towns along the Mississippi painted in black on their glass: Vacherie, Houma, Verret. Table 5 resided between Belle Chasse, christened “the beautiful hunt” by the French in the early eighteenth century, and Bayou Goula, named for the Indian tribe that had been spearing deer on Delta land since before Christ. I loved the idea of the beautiful hunt, not the initial European awe of the land’s wild bounty, which quickly and inevitably turned exploitative, but the possibility of a lifelong beautiful hunt, which I always associated with long lunches with my father at table 5.


I never quite understood Dad’s attachment to the place. I could only figure his weekly ritual was his reward as a self-made man, a rust-belt refugee who got his first job, at a grocery, at age ten, worked as a grinder in a foundry at nineteen, and by twenty-nine was the youngest strike-force chief against organized crime for the Department of Justice. Through childhood and adolescence, he’d had a terrible stutter, which he vanquished at Notre Dame with hours of practicing speeches in front of a mirror. As a young federal prosecutor he invited his mother to watch him present an opening argument in court, which he executed flawlessly, and which she beamed about for years.


Not just a reward, though. His hard-won presence at the Rib Room, a working-class liberal midwesterner among the New Orleans moneyed elite, or at least the trappings of it, was also a perverse “fuck you” to the establishment, as he rebelled against any and all establishments, especially ones he was associated with. His white-shoe law firm, the government, the Catholic Church. Amy, the sixth and youngest sibling since the twins’ deaths, never liked the Rib Room and never went, saying she related to Dad’s blue-collar side, while the Rib Room represented his white-collar ambitions. She would embrace the blue collar literally, by becoming a New Orleans cop, working some of the most dangerous streets in the country.


Also: Dad nurtured a grudge like a bonsai tree, tending and shaping, maintaining its diminutive, eternal perfection. Back in the 1970s, as a young federal prosecutor, he’d wanted to pick up the check at the Rib Room to celebrate a department victory. But he was a struggling government employee with eight children, and his credit card was declined. The humiliation lodged and stuck. Eventually, he gave up the job with the Department of Justice that he loved and turned to the private sector—corporate defense. Maybe it was a consolation prize, becoming a regular at the Rib Room. Pouring his Beefeater from a martini pitcher with Gisleson etched in the glass, picking up checks at table 5 for the next couple of decades.


Lunches with Dad at the Rib Room were about interrogation, debate, revelation, judgment, and telling stories. My father asserted himself on us in a rather formalized way. Table 5 was a malleable space, could shrink down to the claustrophobic dimensions of a confessional or expand to theater, or courtroom, with Dad playing to the cheap seats or a jury.


Part of the ceremony of the Rib Room was that we weren’t even allowed to look at a menu for the first half hour or so. Dad’s regular waiters knew this and wouldn’t bring a menu to the table unless he asked for it. We couldn’t order until about an hour of talking and drinking had transpired. This was to demonstrate that food and time, usually the defining characteristics of lunch, were incidental, nearly irrelevant to my father at table 5. Another Rib Room lunch tradition was reminiscing about dishes that hadn’t been on the menu for years. Like the Oysters Rockefeller and the Roti Assorti and the glassy, fragile crème brûlée. The trap of growing up in New Orleans: you’re often preoccupied with what’s been lost while clinging to a grand, cobbled present—part wreck, part fantasy, part regular civic striving, but always under construction.


And it was at this table that I had my last real conversation with him, a couple of weeks before he died. I told him Brad and I were starting an existential crisis reading group, which I thought he’d get a kick out of, having studied in the Great Books program at Notre Dame. Near the end of lunch, he gazed down Royal Street, toward the white marble steps of the courthouse where he had tried some of his biggest cases as a young prosecutor. I realized long ago that his looking-out-the-window gesture often augured one of those moments in conversation in which the speaker speaks more to himself than to others, an earnest though slightly stagey aside.


“Have you seen the scrapbook that your mother made of our first year of dating?” he asked.


I did remember seeing it as a child or maybe teenager, wedged on a crowded shelf between the leatherette photo albums that archived all eight of our parallel childhoods, some albums more complete than others. Mom and Dad met in 1962, when they were both sophomores in college. Dad was at Notre Dame, scraping by financially but thriving in his double major of math and philosophy. He hauled his books from South Beloit to South Bend in produce boxes proudly supplied by Mick and Dick Zick from the Black Hawk Grocery, where he worked all through high school, while admiring other students’ leather-bound trunks and matching luggage. Mom, from New Orleans, was studying Christian culture at Saint Mary’s, where women still had curfews, wore uniforms, and always donned coats over their tennis clothes when crossing campus to the courts.


Mom put the scrapbook together on vacation with her parents at Fort Walton Beach, Florida, while stuck inside the cottage nursing a bad sunburn. Funny that my Walton grandparents vacationed at Fort Walton, as my mother once told me that Walton (also my middle name) means “walled town.” This makes perfect sense for my grandparents, who were distant, unaffectionate, and inaccessible, but not for my mother, who is more a thatched hut in a sunny meadow—open and nearly glowing with fully expressed love. Along with the name, I inherited a certain cautious, judgmental Walton reserve. I have no idea how my warm and giving mother escaped the ramparts, became someone who would make that scrapbook, carry it back to college while riding coach on the City of New Orleans train, and present it to her delighted midwestern boyfriend. Ever since I can remember, Mom, even with the brood swirling around her, has always created and commemorated with scissors and Elmer’s glue, beautiful handwriting and a cheerful generosity.


“I had forgotten about it for forty years,” Dad said, “and she just brought it out of mothballs from somewhere. Did you see that first page? The first page says, ‘Rick is from Illinois, but not much more is known of him. He is very mysterious.’ I looked at that, and I thought, ‘You know what? Forty-odd years later I’m the same way. She still doesn’t know me. People still don’t know me.’”


I related this to my brothers and sisters after John and Kristin hung up with the reporter. We agreed that it was a good, Dad-like mix of melodrama and truth. Either way, burying an enigma seemed even more crushing than burying a man we imagined we knew well. Answering a reporter’s questions with any authority seemed absurd. But then again, so did his death.


It was also here at table 5, about ten years earlier, that my father had forbidden me to ever write about the deaths of Rebecca and Rachel. Intimidating in size, intellect, and absolute paternal power, he told me that if I did, he would never forgive me. He would take the affront to his grave. So, over the years, I never really did write about them, except for a cagey reference here or there. One very short story in a very small journal, invisible to him and, frankly, the world. I complied because enough damage had been done to our family by those two suicides. As unnatural as it felt, it was a casualty I was willing to sustain.


But it was also such a great, unfair contradiction that here, in this place where he encouraged me to question authority and think critically, he also demanded I shut myself off creatively from the most affecting experiences of my life. Or more precisely, I could scribble away in a journal, I just couldn’t share it with the world. A phenomenon one writer I know described as chewing and not swallowing.


The golden light of the Rib Room was cooling now with afternoon, the shadows among the tables and pillars gathering depth. The dining room was empty of patrons. Busboys were changing linens and resetting tables for dinner, straightening the silverware, centering the white peaks of napkins. I thought about my obligation to honor the wishes of the dead. In this town, the dead can take up a lot of real estate, both physical and mental. But what about honoring the wishes of the irrational dead?


As I sipped my Beefeater, I realized that Dad had, in fact, taken his mandate to his grave, and I could write about whatever the hell I wanted to write about now. I felt a guilty tremor of lightness. I felt kind of mean. How horrible was it that as I sat here with my siblings, sickened with loss, I was thinking about this particular liberation? It’s tricky, that impotent vindictiveness reserved for the dead. With no solid target, you either end up absorbing the poison or expelling it altogether.


As the lunch ended, we living dogs toasted our dead lion. Then this wounded pack of sons and daughters, dressed up in the baroque drama of grief and dark tailored clothes, took off into the French Quarter to drink at the bars where our father always had—Harry’s Corner, the Chart Room, the Old Absinthe House—retracing and sniffing out the dank trails of old sins and past adventures, heading into the jungly chaos of our first fatherless year.


That night I returned to a house humming with the special quiet of sleeping boys. Bleary, spent, drinking water out of the kitchen faucet, I saw Chris’s postcard of the Mayan calendar tucked into the crisp new Saturn Bar calendar on the wall. Hang on in 2012. He was right. The wild ride had already begun.







OEBPS/images/9780316393898.jpg
THE
FUTILITARIANS

Our Year of
Thinking, Drinking,
Grieving, and Reading

ANNE GISLESON






OEBPS/images/Art_sborn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
THE
FUTILITARIANS

Our Year of
Thinking, Drinking,
Grieving, and Reading

ANNE GISLESON

(L)

Little, Brown and Company
New York o Boston e London





