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TO MG, LC, AND GM,
 THE LIVING AND THE DEAD


We do not see and we do not hear those who suffer, and what is terrible in life goes on somewhere behind the scenes. . . . Everything is quiet and peaceful, and nothing protests but mute statistics: so many people gone out of their minds, so many gallons of vodka drunk, so many children dead from malnutrition. . . . And this order of things is evidently necessary; evidently the happy man only feels at ease because the unhappy bear their burdens in silence, and without that silence happiness would be impossible. It’s a case of general hypnotism. There ought to be behind the door of every happy, contented man some one standing with a hammer continually reminding him with a tap that there are unhappy people; that however happy he may be, life will show him her laws sooner or later, trouble will come for him—disease, poverty, losses, and no one will hear or see, just as now he neither hears nor sees others.

—ANTON CHEKHOV, “GOOSEBERRIES”1



INTRODUCTION


Birth is suffering, sickness is suffering, old age is suffering, death is suffering, union with a person one does not love is suffering, separation from the one whom one loves is suffering, not to obtain what one desires is suffering, the five aggregates of appropriation . . . are suffering.


—THE SAMYUTTA NIKĀYA1


Cursed is the ground for thy sake; in sorrow shalt thou eat of it all the days of thy life.


—GENESIS 3:17


Were a stranger to drop on a sudden into this world, I would show him, as a specimen of its ills, an hospital full of diseases, a prison crowded with malefactors and debtors, a field of battle strewed with carcases, a fleet foundering in the ocean, a nation languishing under tyranny, famine or pestilence. To turn the gay side of life to him and give him a notion of its pleasures—whither should I conduct him? To a ball, to an opera, to a court? He might justly think that I was only showing him a diversity of distress and sorrow.


—DAVID HUME, DIALOGUES CONCERNING NATURAL RELIGION2


Everybody suffers: War, sickness, poverty, hunger, oppression, prison, exile, bigotry, loss, madness, rape, addiction, age, loneliness. We suffer, depending on our religious or ideological convictions, because we are born in sin; because God has chosen us; because he is punishing us; because we are bound by craving and illusion; because suffering makes us better. We suffer because some of our cells are programmed, when exposed to certain biological stressors, to turn cancerous. We suffer because some of us have nothing and others have everything and those with everything want even more. We suffer because some reptilian portion of the brain delights in murder and sways not only individuals but entire nations to its purposes. We suffer because at a very early age we learn that we are going to die and spend the rest of our lives in dread of it.


Everybody suffers, but Americans have the peculiar delusion that they’re exempt from suffering. In support of that statement one might cite everything from the rate of medical malpractice claims to the national epidemic of incomprehension and rage that followed the terrorist attacks of 9/11, when in a matter of moments the distant, negligible world was revealed to be no longer there but here, its breath hot in our faces. This book is meant to address that delusion. It explores suffering as a spiritual phenomenon, a condition that afflicts the spirit as well as the body; this is true of both the pain we endure and the pain we only witness. It explores the ways that people try to make sense of suffering, in order not to be destroyed.


I think of myself as a stranger to suffering. Although I was an active drug addict and alcoholic for twenty years and during that time experienced the usual dope sickness, overdoses, scams, and muggings, such unhappiness as I knew back then was voluntary; I courted it. Apart from that and my parents’ deaths, I’ve led an insulated life, a privileged life, and I once shared the placid national fantasy that tragedy is something that happens elsewhere or to people with bad habits: to designated sufferers. Then a friend, a woman my own age, with no bad habits to speak of, died of breast cancer. She was a good person. She was what I had in mind whenever I described anyone as good. Her death had been preceded by years of surgery and chemo and radiation, of experimental treatments, of false remissions, of metastases, of bones so decayed that a short car trip on a rough road might cause them to splinter like dry twigs, of pain. At the end she may not have been afraid to die.


In much of the literature about suffering, a protagonist is awakened by a catastrophe. Sometimes the catastrophe falls on him; sometimes it strikes another, but close enough that some blood spills on him. Gilgamesh’s best friend sickens and dies in his arms. The prince Siddhartha sees three impossible things in his father’s garden—an old man, a sick man, and a corpse—and his peace is shattered. Between sunrise and sunset the blameless Job loses everything he loves. The scholar Boethius, who once counseled the king and translated Aristotle, is accused of treachery and flung into prison to await his death. Simone Weil, the brilliant, cosseted child of assimilated French Jews, takes a job in a factory, where the wretchedness of the work and the degradation of her fellow workers “marked me in so lasting a manner,” she will write later, “that still today when any human being, whomever he may be and in whatever circumstances, speaks to me without brutality, I cannot help having the impression that there must be a mistake.”3


The same thing has happened to ordinary people, and to base ones. It happened to me. The death of my friend awakened me. Afterward I became conscious of human misery in a way I hadn’t been before, acutely, viscerally; I became enraged by it. (Of course the rage was childish, but I don’t regret it, only the long stupor that came before.) And I began to ask the same questions that occur to almost everyone who suffers or beholds the suffering of others. Most of these are unanswerable.


THE WORLD’S OLDEST poem may be the Babylonian Epic of Gilgamesh, written some two thousand years before Christ. It’s the story of a loss of immunity. Gilgamesh (the name means either “He Who Discovered the Source” or “He Who Saw All”)4 is king of Erech. He is two-thirds god and one-third man, terrible in strength, implacable in his appetites, a rapacious oppressor of his people. Then the gods create a rival for him, the wild man Enkidu. He and Gilgamesh struggle, become friends, undertake heroic errands. They slay the demon Humbaba and the Bull of Heaven, which the goddess Ishtar sends against them when Gilgamesh scorns her favors. But Enkidu falls ill. For twelve days and nights he lies shaking with fever; on the morning of the thirteenth day he dies.


Deranged with grief and fear, Gilgamesh flees his palace. He laments:


Enkidu, my friend, my little brother, who chased the


panther of the desert,


My friend who with me killed lions,


My friend who faced with me all difficulties,


His fate has overtaken him.


Six days and six nights have I wept over him.


Then I was afraid of death and I fled through the land.


My friend whom I loved has become like unto mud.


And I, must I too, lie down like him and never rise again?5


His only desire now is to escape death. He travels to the end of the earth, through the country of impenetrable night, in search of Utanapishtim, the last survivor of the Great Flood. This is someone whom the gods have made immortal. When at last Gilgamesh finds him, he begs him to share his gift. Utanapishtim gives him a test: let Gilgamesh stay awake for six days and seven nights, and he will grant him eternal life. But Gilgamesh falls asleep. Still, out of pity the immortal tells him of a plant growing at the bottom of the sea that makes those who eat it young again. Gilgamesh fastens heavy stones to his feet, dives into the ocean, and plucks a sprig of the plant from the muddy floor. But before he can eat, a snake steals it. Perhaps this serpent—the text calls it “the lion of the ground”6—is kin to the one in Eden, which also robbed men of their chance for eternal life. Henceforth all snakes will shed their skins, and Gilgamesh will die.


For whom have my arms labored . . . !


For whom has my heart’s blood roiled!


I have not secured any good deed for myself,


but done a good deed for the “lion of the ground”!7


It is a story that lies at the core of all religions, even those that, like the worship of ancient Babylon, have passed out of observance: first the terrifying discovery of pain and death and then, even more terrible, the discovery that they cannot be escaped.


The rest of religion is an attempt to break that rule.


Enkidu dies as the result of a curse. In other words, his death is unnatural, and that is how both he and Gilgamesh experience it. Although they have faced the prospect of death in battle, such a death—swift, exalted, dealt by enemies who could be seen and touched—was one they could understand. In a sense they sought it out. But now death has come to Enkidu unsought; it has overtaken him. And Gilgamesh’s courage, which withstood monsters, fails. He runs. It’s not just that he has witnessed this other kind of death for the first time; it’s as if in the entire history of the world, no one had ever died this way. Must I too lie down like him and never rise again?


A child usually discovers death in two stages. First he sees the thing that was once a bird or a cat or a grandmother but is now something else, a simulacrum, cold and very still; then he realizes that what has happened will one day happen to him. I had no pets as a child, and as Jews we buried our dead in closed coffins, so I was in my twenties before I saw my first dead body. It was my grandfather, who had died a moment before of the last in a daylong arpeggio of coronaries. The respirator that had distended his mouth into a soundless howl had been taken out, and the eyes that had stared up at me with hopeless entreaty were empty. Beside me my mother was weeping. But I felt calm and—guiltily—relieved. It was better than watching him suffer.


By the end of Gilgamesh death is no longer an unnatural event. The hero has stopped running. He knows that one day he will die, and this knowledge no longer fills him with horror, only an ashen sadness. The movement of the epic is a movement from immortality to mortality, the human third of Gilgamesh’s blood winning out at last. In psychological terms, this movement reenacts the individual’s passage from the omnipotent fantasies of infancy to the mature recognition of his inevitable end. There’s some debate as to when this recognition normally occurs. A psychoanalyst I spoke with thinks most people put it off until just before they die, and I suspect that a lot of people never get around to it at all. These are the ones who die with their mouths open, so to speak, agog at what has happened to them.


In its evolving view of mortality, Gilgamesh also suggests the transition from archaic, tribal religions to more sophisticated theologies, for among the former, death is often regarded as a violation of the natural order. The Ngaju Dayak people of southern Borneo, for example, believe that most deaths are the consequence of breaches of spiritual etiquette, of cutting down the wrong tree, say, or neglecting one of the funerary rites, of which the Ngaju have many. There are vestiges of this view in the Bible. In Leviticus we read that the sons of Aaron, who, like him, were consecrated as priests, are consumed by divine fire for a ritual infraction involving incense. One commentary refers to this episode as “Systems Failure.”8


Today Gilgamesh’s city, Erech, is known as Warka. It lies inside Iraq, which in 2003 was occupied—“liberated,” in the official rhetoric—by my country’s armed forces, which at this writing are still there. Columns of Abrams tanks weighing seventy tons apiece steamrolled across the plains where the king of Erech had once tried to outrace death. Their guns fired, and miles away men fell. Like Gilgamesh, Saddam Hussein was a notorious oppressor of his subjects, an analogy that might have been used to provide a context for the U.S. invasion if anyone in our government had known who Gilgamesh was, or cared. But the gods preferred to work indirectly. Instead of overthrowing Gilgamesh, they gave him a rival; moreover, a rival whom he would come to love. The gods understood that love would accomplish what death could not.


Covering the war in Baghdad, the journalist Jon Lee Anderson recounted a conversation he had with an Iraqi doctor. In the desert outside the city, a sandstorm was raging, and the air smelled of earth. “Whenever I smell this, it reminds me of dead people,” the doctor told Anderson. “Think about it. Think of Iraq’s history. What is that history but thousands of years of wars and killing? This is something we have always done rather well, and a lot of, right back to Sumerian and Babylonian times. Millions of people have died on this earth and become part of it. Their bodies are part of the land, the earth we are breathing.”9


WE LIVE IN a country whose politics and culture sometimes resemble a vast machine designed to deny the inevitability of suffering. The machine works by promoting the fiction that suffering is something that happens to other people, under circumstances so exotic and bizarre as to be statistically impossible. In this manner suffering becomes entertainment. The disease of the week isn’t cancer or heart attack but Bubble Boy syndrome. On television more people die of terrorism than in car accidents. The new conventional medical wisdom seems to be that with proper diet, exercise, and lifestyle, nobody has to get sick; maybe nobody has to die except for some fat chain-smokers in trailer parks. Our public policies amount to a symbolic exorcism in which crime, illness, and ignorance are drawn out of the general population and projected into the Gadarene herds of the poor, the black and colored poor especially. Throughout there’s the implication that those who suffer somehow deserve their suffering. Do not ask for whom the bell tolls; it tolls for Stupid.


This fantasy of immunity arose out of traditional American exceptionalism but became prevalent only amid the euphoric abundance of the postwar years. It is a child’s fantasy, and it has made us a nation of children. I believe it accounts for our collective helplessness in the face of illness, our paranoia about crime, our contempt for the disadvantaged. It’s why we have no national health policy and vote for politicians who slash medical aid to the poor. It’s why antidepressants are among the most widely prescribed drugs in the United States. It’s why the attacks of September 11 plunged us into a paroxysm of incredulous rage and self-pity that, instead of being allayed by the successful invasion of Afghanistan, keeps seeking new cathartic outlets: today Iraq, tomorrow who knows? It’s why our government wouldn’t let us see the coffins of the soldiers killed in those cathartic wars, and why we didn’t want to see them. Because Americans don’t know how to suffer, we are inflicting great suffering on others, and in all likelihood we will bring further suffering upon ourselves. I don’t want to speculate about what form this suffering will take. However it comes, I’m willing to bet we’ll be unprepared for it, unprepared in the deepest psychic and spiritual sense. Clueless.


This book is an investigation of the ways in which people try to find meaning in suffering, or try not to be driven mad by the possibility that it means nothing. What explanation can possibly make sense of the chain of calamities that ends in a young woman’s death from cancer? What sort of justice can even begin to address the crime of genocide or grant redress to its survivors? Why do some people cheerfully refuse to see the misery around them while others fetishize it, treating each AIDS patient or victim of sexual abuse as an opportunity for moral uplift? What sort of response does misfortune require from the fortunate, other than simply to see it? Or is that just another way of saying that it’s okay to do nothing?


I’ve structured this investigation as a narrative, with myself as narrator, a middle-aged, middle-class American layman who’s had the preposterous good luck to live half a lifetime without knowing hunger or homelessness, life-threatening violence or serious illness, only the garden-variety sorrow of his parents’ deaths and the self-inflicted wretchedness of his bad habits. For most of this time my view of suffering was occluded and complacent. There was the suffering I saw on the TV news, flashing past as a prelude to the next commercial and happening mostly to populations that seemed created to suffer, penned in their refugee camps like animals in preserves. There were the people I knew who’d died of AIDS and overdoses, but their deaths barely registered on me. Given the anesthetizing and solipsizing effects of the drugs I took, they probably couldn’t register. I’d overdosed myself a few times and had come to—or been reeled back, by irritated emergency room personnel—feeling more sheepish than anything else, and angry at losing my high. My explanation for the difference between my acquaintances and myself was that I’d been lucky and they hadn’t.


My friend Linda was a poet who wrote shapely sestinas about the Heisenberg uncertainty principle. She was good in all the ways I wasn’t. She was temperate and loyal; she loved her family. She was good to me. It’s quite likely that I owed her my life, though in all the years I knew her, she never reminded me of my debt to her. But things kept happening to her: that “but” is my interjection. Her father died suddenly; her marriage ended. She got sick, once and then a second time, and at last with something fatal. On the day I learned that she wouldn’t be getting better, I passed a man and a woman talking on the front steps of my apartment building. Maybe I didn’t hear correctly, but I’m pretty sure the woman was saying, “The thing you’ve got to understand about God is that he’s not nice. He’s not nice at all.”


This is hardly an original discovery (see Job: “He destroyeth the perfect and the wicked” [9:22]), and it’s mortifying to admit that it took me until my mid-forties to realize, with the same walleyed astonishment that someone realizes he’s been shot, how arbitrary and irremediable suffering can be. Linda’s death peeled a skin off the world, and where that skin had been I seemed to see a vast, flayed corpus of human wretchedness: so many millions of cells rotten with cancer; so many hundreds of thousands butchered in Rwanda; so many more torn apart by bombs in Sarajevo; so many hundreds of millions starving everywhere from Uttar Pradesh to Mozambique; so many imprisoned, so many mad, so many homeless. I had been so blind.


Linda and I were no longer close; the violence of my reaction wasn’t due to personal bereavement. Usually one experiences something like this only when he himself is suffering, but I wasn’t suffering. I was healthy and strong and well fed, and my consciousness of the gulf that separated me from Linda—of the gulf that had separated me from my own mother when she lay dying before me—was as acute as my consciousness of Linda’s pain. I couldn’t know what she was feeling. She couldn’t tell me, and I was afraid to ask. At some point nearly every account of suffering mentions this gulf or lacuna, and bows down before it.


Linda’s death and my response to it are a point of entry. What follows unfolds in several locations and from multiple points of view, but its primary coordinates are moral and spiritual. This is a book about what suffering means: to its victims, onlookers, and attendants. Suffering may not inherently mean anything, but I believe that giving it meaning is the only way people can escape being ultimately destroyed by it. Faith in God is one source of meaning, the most ancient and maybe the most powerful. To people in extremity, God may be a protector, healer, or avenger; failing all else, he may be a witness. But even when he seems to be indifferent to human tragedy—even when we suspect him of being its author—this is somehow preferable to the possibility that the tragedy took place by itself, for no reason.


Still, there are other sources of meaning. Primo Levi tells how, while a prisoner at Auschwitz and dispatched to collect that day’s ration—a pot of soup that weighed a hundred pounds and required two men to carry it the half mile to the camp—he began reciting the Ulysses canto from the Inferno to the inmate trudging beside him. It was an impossible task. His companion, an Alsatian boy called Pikolo, spoke no Italian, and Levi’s memory was full of holes, so that he had to skip entire passages and keep stopping to explain what was missing, as well as to translate Dante’s fleet Italian into leaden French. Yet at one point it was “as if I also was hearing it for the first time: like the blast of a trumpet, like the voice of God. For a moment I forget who I am and where I am.” Pikolo begged him to repeat the verse. Incredulously, Levi realized that in spite of his broken recitation, his companion understood that the story “has to do with him, that it has to do with all men who toil, and with us in particular; and that it has to do with us two, who dare to reason of these things with the poles for the soup on our shoulders.”


Even as they approached the camp, Levi writes:


I keep Pikolo back, it is vitally necessary and urgent that he listen, that he understand . . . before it is too late; tomorrow he or I might be dead, or we might never see each other again. I must tell him, I must explain to him about the Middle Ages, about the so human and so necessary and yet unexpected anachronism, but still more, something gigantic that I myself have only just seen, in a flash of intuition, perhaps the reason for our fate, for our being here today.10


This book tells the stories of people who have been stricken by grave misfortune or witnessed it firsthand: life-threatening illness, unjust imprisonment, the death of a loved one, the Rwandan genocide, the tsunami in Sri Lanka, the terrorist attacks of 9/11. It is by no means a taxonomy of all the ways human beings can suffer. Rather, it examines the ways in which its subjects, its protagonists, tried to make sense of their suffering, to explain it or derive lessons from it or otherwise incorporate it into a conceptual and moral order. Suffering is often experienced as chaotic, and so to impose order on that suffering—even order of the most skewed and subjective sort—is in a sense to overcome it, if only for a little while.


I believe that ordering suffering is in part what enables some human beings to survive it. I say this even of suffering that proves fatal to the body. There is a death of the body and a death of the psyche or the spirit, and just as in the Nazi concentration camps many prisoners underwent a psychic death while they were still physically alive, so it is possible for people to remain whole in spirit up until the moment they give up their last breath. The psychoanalyst Viktor Frankl, himself a survivor of the death camps, wrote, “When a man finds that it is his destiny to suffer, he will have to accept his suffering as his task; his single and unique task.”11 You could argue with parts of this statement, particularly the word “destiny,” which the Nazis loved. Still, it comes close to what I have in mind.


Before suffering people can form a coherent picture of their suffering, they must first ask questions about it, or maybe of it. In doing so, they are performing the work of science and philosophy, interrogating their reality in order to derive a thesis about it. But they are working at a terrible disadvantage, as if hobbled and gagged. They pose their questions in the silence of a hospital room or the murmuring heat of a refugee camp, in a house where someone has died; his clothes still hang in the closet, bearing a trace of his smell. Often they ask their questions without words, without even knowing that they are asking them.


 


• Why did this happen to me?


• How do I go on?


• If my suffering is the result of other people’s malice, what do I require in the way of justice?


• What does my suffering say about me? What does it say about God?


• If I have been spared suffering, what obligation do I have toward those who haven’t?


 


I came to this undertaking without much background in the fields on which it touches, and in the course of writing I felt my ignorance acutely; at times I was almost paralyzed by it. I am what I was when I started out, a layman, and this book should be read as a layman’s response to the mass murder of Rwandan Tutsi, the state of Texas’s philosophy of capital punishment, the psychology of the early Christian martyrs, and the Buddhist ideal of the bodhisattva. Looking back, I especially regret how little attention I gave to Islamic attitudes toward suffering, suffering—the inflicting of it, the bearing of it, the convulsive attempts to avenge it or stave it off—having now become the dominant theme of most of America’s transactions with the Muslim world. A while ago, while watching a documentary on a Baghdad hospital, I was struck by the matter-of-factness with which doctors and patients—many of the latter had just been treated for terrible wounds and were still bleeding through their dressings—spoke of their dead, and by the word they all used in reference to them: “martyred.” “He was martyred.” “She was martyred.” “My son was martyred.” In the West the word was used to denote people who had died willingly, sometimes even joyously, in testimony to the truths of their religion, thousands of years ago. The Iraqis were saying it of children who had been killed while playing ball in the street the day before.


When I began researching this book, I was afraid I might end up as one of those journalistic voyeurs who waylay the broken and grieving to ask them how they feel. And so I decided instead to ask people what they thought. Thinking is less private than feeling, representing the mantle of the interior life rather than its molten core, which perhaps should remain off-limits to strangers. Further, an interviewer who confines his questioning to his subjects’ emotions is creating a lopsided transaction in which one party feels while the other decides what those feelings mean. Such a transaction seemed like an awful lot of work to me, and more moral responsibility than I was comfortable taking on. In asking people to think about what their suffering meant, I hoped to lessen my burden and at the same time invite my respondents to reclaim some of the agency their condition had robbed them of.


One characteristic common to all the suffering I write about is that it entails a loss of power, at times even the power to frame one’s anguish in words. And so to say not just what suffering had made of them but what they had made of it—true meaning being not so much found as made, maybe made the same way God is supposed to have made Adam, from earth and breath and spit—might represent a small, tentative lifting of its dominion. I would like to think so.



CHAPTER 1


Your Eyes Are upon Me, and I Am Not


Why Me?


She was sick a long time, but at the time I knew her best she was healthy, a beautiful young woman with translucent olive skin and the eyes of a Sienese Madonna, slanted but flashing majolica blue, and broad shoulders that kept the beauty from being too delicate. Yet when I think of her, it is as she was in her illness. I don’t understand why this should be so. I didn’t see Linda much when she was ill, I was afraid to see her, I didn’t know what to say, and Linda herself was withdrawing from everybody but her family and close friends. By then we were no longer close. We still called each other by the nicknames we’d made up years before, but this was a sign that our relationship was essentially nostalgic. If she hadn’t died when she did, we probably would have gone on drifting apart, gently, with an occasional fond backward glance and a wave that in time would be meaningless because we could no longer see whom we were waving to.


In the late 1970s we were coworkers at a threadbare but spunky arts organization that paid staff a starting salary of $3.50 an hour and expected them, among other things, to restock the bathrooms with toilet paper. Our friendship was a work friendship. It was the friendship of people who share a desk and pass each other the Wite-Out, who finish each other’s paperwork and field each other’s phone calls. “Linda’s not here right now, but maybe I can help you? I’m her associate.” Actually Linda would be there, holding up a tracking sheet on which she’d written NO MORE $$!! And after I’d gotten off the phone without offering the client a dime more than what we’d already given him, she’d say, “I like the way you helped that guy,” and I’d say, “Hey, that’s what I’m here for. I love helping people.”


Of course she was more likely to write $3K, since she had nothing against the fellow on the other end, just wanted to eat her lunch in peace. Our clients were poets and novelists and librarians and social workers, heads of college English departments and administrators at senior centers in forlorn northern towns where the snow was gray with ash. Many of them were difficult people—angry, crafty, wheedling, given to tantrums of outraged self-importance—but Linda was always patient with them and kinder than she had to be. She was a good person.


I’m not sure she’d be happy with my describing her that way, goodness being to virtues what beige is to colors. But she was, in a casual, unself-conscious, unfanatical way, her goodness not cultivated but growing wild, like a weed. Once I was making fun of a poet we knew, a thundering, oracular pest who was always hassling us for fifty-dollar gigs and whose style of reading was to declaim something meaningless with a long pause in the middle and a hypnotic widening of his eyes: I myself . . . am . . . myself! When I was done imitating him, Linda laughed, but then she shook her head sadly. “Poor Andrew, he can’t help it. He’s got problems.” A while later she recommended him for a reading series that paid especially well. Maybe a truly good person wouldn’t have laughed, but I’m talking about the goodness of persons and not of angels.


As kind as she was, she was no pushover. A stubborn, contrarian vein ran through her personality. She’d probably gotten it from her father. He was a doctor, a brilliant, tactless overachiever who’d bulldozed his way into medical school before he could shave, bulldozed his way into practice, and then set about bulldozing his children onto the various paths he’d chosen for them. Linda was the only one who pushed back. She didn’t want to be a doctor; she wanted to be a poet. She didn’t care if it meant putting herself through graduate school on her own dime or having to listen to the acid scorn with which the old man pronounced the initials “MFA.” Nothing could move her against her will, not even the universal bulldozer of cool. Like practically everybody else in our office, she wrote poems, but hers weren’t about her genitals or her feelings. They were about the Heisenberg uncertainty principle, and they were sestinas.


Maybe Linda seemed so good to me because I was so conscious of what I was, which wasn’t bad so much as spineless, flailed by appetites I was always apologizing for but never really tried to resist. Back then I used to take a vial of meth with me to work, like a little thermos, and sip from it through the day. Once, halfway through the morning, I realized that the vial had come open in the inside pocket of my sport coat. It was drenched. Racing into the bathroom, I tore off the jacket and began frantically, abjectly sucking the lining. But even as I sucked, I imagined Linda coming in and finding me like that. I pictured her shaking her head with a small, sad smile. “Oh, poor Peter, he can’t help it,” she’d say to anyone who tried to pick on me. “He’s got problems.”


I don’t really know how we became friends. People rarely make friends with their superegos. Maybe I befriended Linda in order to disarm her. I liked to make her laugh and to that end used to regale her with imitations of everybody from our more irritating clients to Idi Amin. The payoff was that moment when her watchful stillness broke and she abandoned herself to laughter, her head tossed back, her stomach quaking. Watching that laughter, I felt the relief of a comic who’s managed to break up a roomful of stiffs. But why was I so relieved? Linda wasn’t my boss; she had no power over me. She wasn’t even that much better a worker than I was. Anyway, I wasn’t that much of a fuckup. Hung-over or not, most mornings I made it into the office before she did. She was a comically deep sleeper. You could surround her with alarm clocks set to go off a minute apart, you could pop a paper bag in her ear, and still she’d sleep on. A few times she came in with her hair wet and explained that, finding no other way to wake her and being late for work himself, her husband had dumped a pot of water on her head.


We’d been working together for about six months when she got a phone call. I didn’t notice her answer it. At some point, though, I became aware that an unfamiliar note had entered her voice. I looked up. She’d turned away from me and was holding the phone so tightly that her knuckles had gone white. “Yes,” she said, and then, “When?” and then, “God.” The last came out tonelessly, as if she were reading from a script, not her script but somebody else’s. I came up behind her and placed my hands on her shoulders. It was the first time I’d ever touched her. Only after she hung up did she start to cry. Her father had just died of a heart attack. I looked at her in wonder. I had never seen someone so close to death. Its glow surrounded her. Later I realized it was not just death but loss, unmitigated and unalloyed. She’d loved her father without the usual grudges. She’d once told me that she gave him her poems to read. I hadn’t shown my father anything I’d written since junior high. We called her husband, he came to get her, and the two of them drove up to New England for the funeral. This was the first misfortune.


A while after that I left the job. I left it of my own free will but under a cloud. My bad habits had gotten worse; there’d been an episode involving the emergency room at St. Vincent’s, and it had gotten back to my office—unavoidably, since two of my coworkers had had to take me in. Everybody was tactful; I don’t remember getting so much as a warning. But still, it was embarrassing to go to work every day with people who had possibly saved my life—and at the very least seen me half-naked and half-unconscious, with vomit on my chin. When a chance for another job came up, I took it.


Naturally, Linda and I didn’t see each other as much; maybe we had coffee once in a while. And so I was surprised when she called and asked me to dinner. We met at a disconcertingly nice restaurant off Sixth Avenue; I wasn’t sure I could afford it. There was some scuffling about whether I would order something to eat along with my drinks, and then over dinner, in that same cautious, airport announcer’s voice I’d heard before, her improbably large hands folded primly on the table before her, she told me that she and her husband were getting a divorce.


I looked at her expectantly, waiting for the story. There had to be a story. It would have something to do with sex. For all that I thought of myself as worldly, deep down I assumed that people divorced only because of that. But there was no story, or rather the things Linda told me wouldn’t cohere into the kind of story I recognized. She’d taken her marriage vows seriously, which in the 1970s was a wildly eccentric thing to do, especially for someone still in her twenties. It was like being a Luddite. I don’t remember what reason she gave for the breakup. Maybe she and her husband didn’t communicate; maybe they no longer wanted the same things. Marriages are fragile constructions, perhaps none more so than the ones that are based on love. It was the second misfortune.


We saw even less of each other, the things we had in common dropping away. The next I knew she had a new boyfriend. He was very tall and elegant, with a matinee idol’s mustache. “Is he good to you?” I asked her. I could tell the question embarrassed her. I was turning into a blurter. Sometime after that I married a woman I’d met while on my way to cop heroin. Linda brought Star to the wedding. I can’t imagine what they made of it. It was the wedding of two people who’d met in the course of a drug buy and were trying to pretend otherwise, not all that persuasively.


A year and a half later Linda and Star got married, too. I don’t remember if they invited me. Linda looks very happy in her wedding pictures. They moved into an apartment that was the kind of place people used to have in mind when they came to New York to become famous. It had high ceilings and parquet floors, and on warm nights they could stand on the terrace and look down at Central Park, a calm dim pool amid frantically lit streets where cars coursed and jostled. Linda still worked for the arts organization, although instead of giving out grants she now designed its magazine. The endless procession of favor seekers had begun to make her misanthropic. She liked fonts and layouts; they satisfied her taste for order. Her drafting table stood beside a window, arrayed with pencils and X-Acto knives even after Macs made the old tools obsolete, even after she became too ill to use them. I pictured her working there, with Star slouched on the love seat in the next room, writing on a yellow pad, a Bach prelude on the stereo. In the silence between movements you could hear the scratch of pencils.


My marriage ended. For a while I lived in a converted pickle factory a few blocks from the East River. In damp weather its crumbling brick still gave off a smell of brine. My roommate was a proofreader who worked the lobster shift. Most mornings he’d come home as I was doing my wake-up shot and stand outside the bathroom until I was finished, then trudge in to do his own. Each of us suspected the other of stealing from him, and we disliked each other so much that we refused to shoot up with the same tie. I moved, moved again. My joints hurt all the time. Once or twice I came to on a gurney.


During this time a number of people I knew died: of overdoses, in car wrecks, one in a fire that started when he nodded out with a lit cigarette between his fingers. A few of them were presenting with the coughs and night sweats of what would turn out to be AIDS. Some of these people I liked and some of them I despised, but I viewed what happened to them in an actuarial spirit, as a predictable risk of the life we shared. “Really, we all ought to be dead,” I used to tell friends, but I was usually loaded when I said it. Deep down, of course, I was afraid. Fear should have made me cautious, but instead it made me reckless, like some timid nocturnal animal that suddenly hurls itself into the glare of approaching headlights. The time I felt safest was the moment before I pitched forward on the toilet seat. Like many heroin addicts, I consumed the drug in a place normally consecrated to shitting.


I moved to another city, where I knew few people. Here I was relieved of my habit. I did not give it up so much as it was lifted while my attention was elsewhere. I would compare it to being awakened by someone bursting a paper bag in my ear: an explosion that did no damage but for a moment stopped my heart. The prospect of unmediated life baffled me. For a while I lived low to the ground, seeing the same people night after night, eating in the same coffee shops where cigarette smoke hung blue in the air. It was only when I believed that the change might take that I called Linda. She was so happy for me. When I asked to see her, though, she became evasive. It wasn’t a good time. Her voice was muffled and remote, and I was suddenly afraid that she didn’t believe I’d really changed. So great was the faith I placed in her judgment that I was afraid she was right.


Perhaps two years passed before we finally met again. Somewhere during that time I learned that she’d been ill, but I didn’t realize how bad it was until she sat down across from me in the café. She was barely recognizable. Even beneath the heavy coat—and the heavy sweater she wore under it, though it was early spring and no longer cold—her body looked thick and misshapen. Her face was a bloated mask, as yellow as a callus. Her folded hands were swollen as well. She was wearing dark glasses and a headband, and my initial thought was that their purpose was to conceal her disfigurement. But the headband served as a kind of truss. Without it, her cheeks and eyelids would have sagged like an old woman’s. She was still in her early thirties. Her condition was called Hashimoto’s thyroiditis. This is an autoimmune disease that attacks the thyroid and eventually destroys it. Symptoms include goiter, a dull facial expression, puffiness and swelling around the eyes, drooping eyelids, thinning hair, excessive fatigue, and weight gain. Her old difficulty waking up had been an early warning sign.


What bothered her most wasn’t the change in her appearance. She wasn’t vain that way. She hated the loss of her strength. It took her an hour to get dressed in the morning. Most days she couldn’t leave the apartment by herself. She’d lie on the sofa watching sunlight circle the living room, falling onto the Oriental rug, the coffee table with its dirty saucers, the photographs on the sideboard. It got so that she could tell the time that way. I told myself that this might not be the worst impediment for a poet. I was trying to be optimistic, and my optimism had something brutal about it, as if my friend’s suffering was a blank wall that I was trying to ram through.


Perhaps I was denying that the wall was in fact suffering. Suffering can be difficult to define, especially for those who stand on its other side, guessing at the feelings of the immured. Spinoza, the most precise and systematic of philosophers, defined pain as “that passion by which the mind passes to a lesser perfection”—that is, by which its powers of acting are lessened or impeded.1 Certainly, Linda was in pain. Along with disfiguring her face and body, the Hashimoto’s had caused her brain to swell against her skull like the brain of someone who has been savagely beaten. It meant the end of sestinas about quantum physics; it meant the end of poetry. This was the third misfortune.


THE TSUNAMI OF December 26, 2004, struck Sri Lanka with varying force and violence, depending on the affected area’s distance from the epicenter of the initial earthquake, the depth of water offshore, and the presence of islands, reefs, or sandbars that might slow the wave’s thundering rush toward land. Among the worst affected places was Mullaittivu, the northern stronghold of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), where three thousand people died.2 When I went there a few months later, the shore was a field of rubble extending as far as the eye could see, the rubble ground so fine that one could scarcely tell what it had once been part of. The only recognizable ruins were religious structures. Here was a kovil, or Hindu temple, with its outer walls crumpled and its courtyard strewn with debris. Nearby was a Catholic church whose canary yellow facade was virtually unscathed but whose back and side walls had been plowed away. A few hundred yards away stood an intact shrine to the Virgin Mary, every stone and seashell still in place and the Virgin’s statue stationed primly in its niche, gazing skyward as if calling heaven to witness what had happened here.


What could you infer from this hierarchy of destruction? That God, or the god of the tsunami anyway, was a Catholic? Or that he preferred plaster effigies to live human beings, no matter how devout? Whoever had been inside that church when the wave crashed down on it must have been drowned or crushed, I thought. But later I learned that on December 26 the priest had chosen not to celebrate Mass at the church but at a chapel a mile inland, effectively saving his entire congregation.3


Elsewhere the tsunami had been more capricious. In the tourist towns along the Galle Road on the southwest coast, a few perfectly preserved hotels stood beside ones that had been leveled. Intact fishermen’s huts rose above the splinters of their neighbors. The ATM in the bank in Ambalangoda was dispensing cash. Every so often you saw a foreigner, his skin the red of terra-cotta or a luxurious cocoa, driving by on a rented scooter. They might be relief workers or tourists. Either way, the remaining hotels would be happy to have them.


On the landward side of the highway between Bentota and Hikkaduwa were the tent villages of the relief agencies. In this more prosperous and predominantly Sinhalese part of the country, they were villages rather than cities, a testament to the speed with which aid had come from Colombo and survivors had resettled with their relatives.4 The tents were the low, teardrop-shaped kind used by alpinists and were decorated with the flags or ensigns of their donor countries, a colony of red crosses followed by a colony of blue, then yellow, then a little England where every dwelling was gaily emblazoned with the Union Jack. The tents were tiny and stifling, and their occupants preferred to spend most of their time outside them. The luckier survivors—the ones who hadn’t lost everything—were already rebuilding houses along the beach, disregarding the official edict that barred construction within a hundred meters of the water. The less fortunate hunkered in whatever shade they could find.


I was with a group of Sri Lankan volunteers who were taking a census of orphans—“tsunami orphans” was the phrase everyone kept using, the way aid workers in South Africa spoke of “AIDS orphans” and the ones in Rwanda of “genocide orphans”—for a children’s village that was being built nearby by a consortium of Buddhist temples. This part of Sri Lanka is predominantly Buddhist, and temples loom over the landscape, their blinding white stupas looking like enormous bells or, if you know your iconography, the Buddha sitting in meditation. Most of the children were now staying with family members in hamlets situated a little distance from the sea. Their location had once been a sign of their poverty—anybody who had any money wanted to build by the water—but it had saved the lives of their residents.


In the hamlet of Duwa Malavenna a thin, anxious-looking woman named K. W. Lenora was living with her daughter and twin sons in a small house near a lumberyard; the whole time we were visiting, we could hear the whine of its saw. Her husband, Nishendra, had been killed in the marketplace, where he’d gone to buy a cake for the boys’ twelfth birthday. His photo was displayed on a cupboard: a slight man with large ears and a severe gaze. Mrs. Lenora had placed a plate of bananas before it as an offering, as she might before the statue of the Buddha in her temple. The only other image in the house was a picture one of the boys had drawn. It was a tableau of the tsunami that showed palm trees bending and snapping and human stick figures being tossed like leaves in the wind.


The twins were named Lakmal and Dazun. They were as sleek as ferrets and at least outwardly cheerful, eager to show the visitors the new cricket bats they were pasting with decals. But I noticed how roughly Dazun played with the family dog. At one point it did something that displeased him, and he picked it up, then dropped it heavily with a smack on its bony rump. The dog shook itself and slunk from the room. I was always touched by the kindness with which Sri Lankans treat animals, especially dogs, which are so despised in other parts of Asia. Although they run more or less wild throughout the country and lie on the roads as they please, their mangy fur the color of dust, and although Sri Lankans are reckless drivers, the dogs are rarely run over.


We drove on to Pereliya. On December 26 the Sea Queen, a train carrying passengers from Galle to Colombo, had been broadsided here as it traveled on the coastal railroad, its cars swept off the tracks as if by a contemptuous hand, the tracks themselves uprooted. Fifteen hundred people had been killed, including some two hundred villagers who had clambered on board in an attempt to find shelter. Many of them had passed their children through the windows, thinking they’d be safe inside. There must have been an awful, protracted moment in which all on board watched the wave race toward them.


Three cars had been retrieved from the swamp and placed back on the tracks as a memorial. They were half-crushed, their windows shattered. As expressive as this damage was, it gave only a partial sense of what had happened here. For weeks after the catastrophe these beaches and villages had been charnel grounds. At each incoming tide the sea had spewed more bloated bodies back onshore. Everything smelled of death.


We climbed a sandy ridge and entered Totagamuwa Bridge, a hamlet of wooden houses with low thatched roofs. One house was overflowing with children minded by two middle-aged women. For the next half hour I frantically tried to write down everything the project director, a bustling entrepreneurial fellow named Dolitha told me: the kids’ names—which I kept misspelling—and ages and grades in school, the names of their deceased relatives, and their relation to the grown-ups who were presenting them to us with varying degrees of pride, tenderness, and suspicion.


The child who caught my attention was a grave sixteen-year-old girl named Achini. “Child” is not what I’d call an American sixteen-year-old, for whom the word “teenager” was invented, but like many Sri Lankans, Achini seemed younger than her age, as if the carapace of young adulthood hadn’t fully closed around her. Both dawn and dusk are brief in this part of the world. The sun shoots out of the sea and twelve hours later plunges back into it, and perhaps it is like that for human time as well, children bursting into young adulthood and adults falling into the pit of old age in the blink of an eye. In Sri Lanka this has less to do with latitude than with economics. How many families can afford an idle teenager? How many can pay for the medical and cosmetic truss-work that keeps Americans looking youthful into their fifties and sixties? Many of the old people I met in Sri Lanka had no teeth, or even dentures. Their collapsed profiles reminded me of the faces I’d made when I was imitating old people as a child, long before I actually saw an old person who was toothless.


Achini’s mother had died in the tsunami, and she was now living with her aunt Sandiya and her children. There was a cousin her age to whom she was particularly attached. The whole time I was there, Achini held on to her arm. The sight of the two girls, both tall and slender with long necks and deep, lambent eyes, always moving in tandem, was heartrending. Their faces were as expressive as the faces in silent films. Part of what made them seem so young, I realized, was their anachronistic willingness to do what was expected of them. Docilely they greeted the visiting grown-ups, pulled out plastic stools for us to sit on, served us glasses of sweet tea. They knelt before the yellow-robed nun who had come along to comfort the grieving and touched her sandaled feet. Invited to help themselves from a box of donated clothing from the United States, they hesitated until the nun motioned them to go ahead; then they meekly sorted through the contents. I have a photograph of them holding up a pair of jeans so grotesquely huge that one girl could fit in each leg.


Dolitha signaled me to write something down. “This child’s father left when she was little, and now her mother is dead, too.” He lowered his voice, though it was unlikely that Achini or her relatives spoke any English. “Many people are teasing her because she is an unlucky girl.”5


For a moment I thought it was a morbid joke. How do you single out the unlucky child in a village of orphans, on an entire coast of the bereaved? But I needed to accommodate a different notion of luck. Like most Americans, I think of luck as a temporary condition, a streak of wins or losses that eventually comes to an end: hence the expression “My luck ran out.” This model of fortune corresponds to mathematical reality, probability theory being essentially a theory of instances, one toss of a coin or roll of the dice repeated over and over until a tendency is revealed.


But the belief that luck is temporary also reflects a democratic outlook. A lucky person is an aristocrat; an unlucky one belongs to fate’s lumpen. Americans like to think of themselves as egalitarians, so we see luck as malleable and imagine that even the lowliest schmo can get lucky. It’s why we idolize self-made millionaires and turn up our noses at other people’s hard-luck stories. We believe that we can transform ourselves, that we can make our luck. It’s the idea that motivated anyone who ever sent away for a salesman’s kit or signed up for a correspondence course or decided to move halfway across the country to a place where there was no job waiting and he knew no one, but where the odds might be better. “Those who live in the midst of democratic fluctuations,” Alexis de Tocqueville wrote, “have always before their eyes the image of chance.”6


In Pereliya luck wasn’t plastic, as it is in the United States. It was stone. Achini’s luck was seen as part of her character, as intrinsic as courage or a quick temper. I would have liked to know when people had started calling her unlucky. Was it when her father left or only after her mother was killed, or had her unfortunate nature been recognized even in the cradle? Achini wasn’t the only child I met that day whose father had abandoned her. Men left because there were no jobs or because the jobs they had, in the tourist industry especially, brought too much temptation. All along this stretch of coast I heard stories of the corrupting effects of foreign wealth and immorality on previously upright Sinhalese. There were people who thought they were the reason for the tsunami. But what bearing did that have on a modest girl who probably bathed on the shore in her sari? And why did people find her bad luck cause for scorn, as if it were a degrading vice?


Of course the very idea of luck is problematic to Buddhists. They acknowledge its existence but prefer to speak of karma, or, in Pali, the language of the first Buddhist scriptures, kamma. The word literally means “action,” but in Buddhist usage it carries the connotation of deliberate action and its appropriate results, a moral quantum packet of cause and effect.7 Wholesome acts bear pleasant consequences, unwholesome acts unpleasant ones. Those consequences, of course, may not become apparent for several lifetimes. Someone withholds alms from a monk or gratuitously kills an animal, and a generation later a different iteration of the malefactor—his moral descendant—finds himself hungry and penniless or trapped in a small, bewildered body on which stronger, cleverer creatures are inflicting inexplicable torments. In this manner most of what happens to human beings can be accounted for. Nobody suffers by accident or for someone else’s misbehavior: “By self alone is evil done; by self alone is one defiled; by self alone is evil not done; by self alone is one purified.”8


The Western cliché about Buddhism is that it’s pessimistic, but the religion’s cheerful central teaching is that liberation is available to any human being at any moment. Even in the most wretched circumstances you can begin to unravel the knot of bad karma through meritorious actions that will in time secure you a better rebirth. If sufficiently motivated, you can follow the example of the Buddha and seek not just to unravel the knot but sever it, willing nothing, craving nothing, free from ignorance and suffering alike. This is what’s meant by “nirvana.”


But tempering that optimistic scenario is the ineluctable fact that whatever your affliction is, it has not been wrongly addressed. It is yours. You have, in a sense, sent it to yourself. Buddhism doesn’t, strictly speaking, believe in a self, but that’s a hard idea to wrap one’s head around, and I wondered how consoling it would be to Achini. Sometime in the past she or some karmic predecessor had done something terrible, must have done so to merit this bad luck that was not luck at all. Perhaps not even that far in the past. A Sri Lankan abbot in the States had told me that one-seventh of our karma is accrued in the present lifetime. Asked what kind of karma could possibly account for the thousands of deaths in his homeland, he answered imperturbably: “All that has washed in has washed out.”9


When I watched Achini, though, she didn’t strike me as guilty, only as sad and anxious, clinging to her cousin’s side like a beginning swimmer clinging to the side of the pool. The Buddha was practical-minded. Having identified ignorance and craving as the universal causes of suffering, he saw no need to trace its individual etiology, the path that leads from specific acts to specific misfortunes.


It’s just as if a man were wounded with an arrow thickly smeared with poison. His friends and companions, kinsmen and relatives would provide him with a surgeon, and the man would say, “I won’t have this arrow removed until I know whether the man who wounded me was a noble warrior, a priest, a merchant, or a worker.” He would say, “I won’t have this arrow removed until I know the given name and clan name of the man who wounded me . . . until I know whether he was tall, medium, or short . . . until I know whether he was dark, ruddy-brown, or golden-colored . . . until I know his home village, town, or city . . . until I know whether the bow with which I was wounded was a long bow or a crossbow. . . . The man would die and those things would still remain unknown to him.”10


Maybe my problem was that I was viewing Achini’s misfortune through Western—that is, Judeo-Christian—eyes, which are so attuned to the spectrum of sin and retribution, or of weakness and testing, that they can’t apprehend suffering in any other light.


IN CALAMITY THE most common question is why? Why me or why us or why them instead of us? Survivors of the South Asian tsunami were asking it even before the waters receded. The people in this part of the world are devout, and many explained the tragedy in the language of their faith. “In Muslim society, God only gives us his goodness and we have to learn lessons from a disaster like this,” a man in Aceh, Indonesia, told a reporter. “This may be God saying he is angry with human conduct in the world.”11 Some Sri Lankan Buddhists saw the tsunami as evidence of the primacy of dukkha, suffering or awry-ness, its imperviousness to all human attempts to ward it off. A monk cautioned, “If you think something will happen, it never will. If you think it never will happen, it will.”12


“God makes the world,” said a Muslim imam in devastated Hambantota. “He can give, he can take. Sometimes he gives more. Sometimes he takes.”13 The Roman Catholic bishop of Kandy14 struggled with the contradiction between a God who loves mankind and a God who kills thousands of human beings in the space of a long breath: “It is a question, a problem, a mystery. Though I don’t believe that God wants to destroy human life in that sense, but, biblically, also we find that along sometimes with evil people, some innocent people also perish.”15 It wasn’t an explanation so much as a shrug of exhaustion.


These were instances of higher religion, informed by centuries of systematic contemplation of the divine. On the ground people looked for practical reasons why the gods had chosen them or passed them over, reasons that had less to do with the gods than with their own character and actions. They weren’t engaging in theology; they were making a personal reckoning with the force that had torn their lives asunder. A baker whose fourteen family members had escaped the destruction thought it was because he kept all the Buddhist precepts: not lying, stealing, drinking, philandering, or killing animals. “We earn money the correct way. That’s why it didn’t happen to us.”16 As we went about our census work, Dolitha assured me that the wave had targeted villages of fishermen and coral divers (the latter especially suspect for the damage they inflicted on the environment), all those generations of bad karma functioning as a sort of moral lightning rod that instead of bringing down destruction from the sky called it up from the ocean. People looked for consolation. An elderly Christian named Patricia Jayasuriya had vanished when the sea foamed into her church in Hambantota, but her surviving sister was sure she’d died in a state of grace, for she had just taken Communion.17


And they looked for someone to blame. It might be the foreigners fornicating and getting high in their resorts or the locals who had begun to emulate them or an apocryphal Christian who was said to have baked a cake in the shape of the Buddha and stuck a knife in it.18 A thin, luxuriantly bearded Hindu holy man in a refugee camp in Batticaloa ticked off the responsible parties on his fingers: “People looked to different gods. Some people didn’t respect their parents. If people got a job, they’d think ‘I’m a big man.’ The stock of bad habits got full.”19 An Achenese man named Yusmadi Sulaiman had tried to save his four-year-old son, only to watch helplessly as the child was pried from his arms and carried away by the churning waters. Now he was weeping and a visitor was patting his shoulder. “It’s not your fault, it’s not your fault,” the visitor kept saying. Here was the immemorial division between power and affliction, authority and shame. You don’t tell someone that what has happened to him is not his fault unless the suspicion has arisen—in his mind or your own—that it is.20


Similar speculation was taking place on the other side of the world, though there the tone was generally calmer. The catastrophe was far away; you could talk about it with-out having to hold your nose against the ripeness of the unburied dead. England’s royal family heard the bishop of Norwich preach that “God has given us an Earth that lives and moves. It is not inert, it is alive—that is why we can live. Last week’s events were the starkest possible reminder that what gives life can also take it away.”21 Other Christian commentators shifted the emphasis from the first person of the Trinity to the second: “God does not prevent suffering but promises to redeem it. And it is this promise that we see fulfilled in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.”22


Although few of the speakers explicitly addressed one another’s claims, you had the sense that you were listening to a debate, one whose decorum sometimes gave way to outbursts of peevishness and fist-shaking prophetic wrath. “God does not micromanage the universe,” insisted a Reform rabbi in the United States, recoiling at the thought of a deity who lets small children drown before the eyes of their parents. “It’s not a notion I can live with. . . . And if I need to stand here and say that I think that God does not control everything in order to clear God of such a crime, I will do so.”23 This echoed an argument made years earlier by Rabbi Harold Kushner, who had lost a teenage son to a rare congenital disease: “I can worship a God who hates suffering but cannot eliminate it more easily than I can worship a God who chooses to make children suffer and die, for whatever exalted reason.”24


The idea that God might be judged guilty of anything seemed to inflame the Baptist minister and author John Piper, who scolded an interviewer: “When I hear of a calamity like this, my deepest interpretation is God is calling John Piper to repent. God is breaking my heart. God is pointing out my sin. God is telling me, ‘Be amazed you weren’t under the wave,’ and so my biggest interpretation is God is calling the world to repent. We put God on trial every time something big happens, and I think what repentance would mean is that we stop making God a whipping boy and blaming him for every pain and not praising him for any pleasure.”25


What lay behind the vehemence of these arguments? Elsewhere in the world some 100,000 people had died in the American occupation of Iraq. One could argue about those dead—about who had killed them and why and whether those reasons justified their deaths—but who could argue about the dead of Sri Lanka and Aceh? Unless the argument wasn’t really about them but about God. Everywhere people were rushing to—in Kushner’s memorable phrase—“defend [his] honor.”26 It was as if the earthquake off the coast of Sumatra had opened a rift not just in the earth but in the sphere of belief, and all those priests and ministers, rabbis and imams, those paid and unpaid vendors of judgment, were scurrying to mend it, feverishly trying to stuff God back into a world that suddenly seemed empty of him.27


How many are mine iniquities and sins?


—JOB 13:23


The story is told by Jews, Christians, and Muslims, the last of whom call its protagonist Ayyub. It owes some of its ecumenism to the fact that Job belongs to no clear faith. The god he appeals to may not be the God of Abraham; Abraham may not yet be born. Some commentators claim that Job is the oldest book in the Bible, though most modern scholarship dates it to the Babylonian exile or the age of the Maccabees.28 Like Proverbs and Ecclesiastes, it represents an interlude in the biblical narrative and as such is not bound by that narrative’s conventions of chronology, place, and character.


Job lives in Uz, in Edom, at some unspecified time after the Fall.29 He is not a Hebrew. In the course of his trial he never invokes the Mosaic law that is so central to the Old Testament, the hinge that joins man to God, binding both. All he has is the general, almost instinctual conviction that God doesn’t destroy his creations without cause, or ought not to. Perhaps this conviction is founded on the ancient covenant with Noah, though that covenant extended to the whole world. Well, in calamity each person becomes the world: that is what Job discovers. “There was a man in the land of Uz, whose name was Job; and that man was perfect and upright, and one that feared God and eschewed evil” (1:1). Note the word “feared.” This is a story from the time before man learned to love God, before he came to think of God as his best friend.


What do we know about Job? Only that he is upright and prosperous, “the greatest of all the men of the east” (1:3). Of his wealth we get a detailed inventory: so many sons, so many daughters, so many sheep, camels, oxen, she-asses. But of Job’s virtue we at first know only this: he makes sacrificial offerings not only on his own behalf but on his sons’, lest any of them have sinned and cursed God in their hearts. The immediate import is that the field of his conscience is wider than ordinary virtue requires, wide enough to encompass his children as well as himself. But his conscience is also finer than most people’s, registering not only actions but thoughts, the fleeting shadow of the inward curse.


You could argue that what Job practices isn’t morality so much as it is conscientiousness in ritual. But isn’t that where all morality begins, with ritual? Evidence elsewhere in the Bible, especially in Leviticus, suggests this, as does much anthropology. Morality prescribes how we should behave toward other humans, ritual how we should behave toward God, and in the parched, skeletal lands of the Middle East, God took precedence over man as a gnomon takes precedence over the shadow it casts. Only after they’ve stipulated what human beings owe their maker do the Commandments get around to detailing their obligations to each other, the fine print about adultery and murder.


Job’s good fortune sets the stage for his misfortune. His goodness, to paraphrase one writer, is a bull’s-eye painted on his forehead.30 Because he is both wealthy and virtuous, he becomes the object of a wager. More accurately, he becomes the wager’s marker, the coin that is tossed, the die that is cast, the card that’s turned over and over until its face is all but worn away. The wager’s active parties are God and Satan. This isn’t the serpent who whispered to Eve in the Garden. This isn’t the fallen Son of the Morning Star. Nor is he the old enemy whose power is almost equal to that of God himself, so that in some theologies he is the source of every evil that befalls mankind.31


Satan is Hebrew for “adversary,” the one who blocks or opposes. Similarly, the Greek diabolos means “one who throws something across someone’s path.” In the Bible he’s always called “ha-Satan,” the Satan, the adversary. This isn’t a name but a title, that of an angel who scours the earth, accusing evildoers: a prosecutor. He’s God’s prosecutor, of course, a subordinate, but one of sufficiently high rank to operate on his own initiative, going up and down in the earth and back and forth in it. He speaks to God in the voice of a familiar. This isn’t the place to ask who or what God is, but it bears considering why an all-powerful being who contains roles and functions that in other traditions are parceled out to entire pantheons—creator, destroyer, bringer of storm and flood, warrior, king, lawgiver, comforter, and, in the end, sacrifice—would see fit to subcontract the office of adversary.


The story proper begins with these two in conference, in what looks to be the heavenly throne room. God asks Satan where he’s been, and Satan tells him, and then the conversation shifts to Job. The argument has been made that Satan has already chosen Job as his victim, but the fact is that it’s God who brings him up. “Hast thou considered my servant Job?” (1:8). Why does he do this? Because of where Satan has come from. He hasn’t been idly wandering the earth but patrolling its slums and sinkholes—some of which are located in palaces—peering at the figures that precipitate out of the darkness and deliquesce back into it, not interfering with their abominations, just wanting to see, though it goes without saying that what Satan sees is always and only baseness. He is adapted to his role perfectly but narrowly. That is what makes him less than God. When God asks him, “Whence comest thou?” (1:7), his true meaning is “Whom do you accuse?” Satan accuses Job. But only after God has, in a sense, invited him to. In courtroom tactics this is called asking a leading question.


Interestingly, given what we know of Job’s piety, the devil accuses him of being superficial. Job, he says, loves God only because of what God has given him. Except, as we recall, the word isn’t “love” but “fear.” “Doth Job fear God for nought?” (1:9). Like so much in the Bible, the question is open to interpretation. Is Satan being sarcastic, or is he chiding God for being too soft on his servant—for not putting the fear of God in him? The Old Testament has many stories of sibling rivalry, and in a sense Job is one of them, Satan’s accusations suggesting nothing so much as an unloved child’s envy of the family favorite.


Satan proposes a wager. Let God put forth his hand and withdraw his blessings, and Job will curse him to his face. Thousands of years of literature and folklore have taught us never to bet with the devil, but maybe the warning applies only to human beings, whose souls are so small and defenseless and so easily lost. God is tempted; he takes the bet: “Behold, all that he hath is in thy power” (1:12). I don’t know if he says it magnanimously, being certain of Job’s loyalty, or in a burst of anger, because Satan, that master of mind-fuck and insinuation, has opened a small fissure in his trust. But either way, from that moment on Job is doomed.


THE AIR FORCE stationed him in Arizona, and he liked it so much—the winters that were like summers, the fierce blue ax blade of the sky, the flat roads unspooling through wavering brakes of cholla and ocotillo—that after his tour was up, he stayed on. The heat took getting used to, but he could drive two hours north and go skiing in the mountains around Flagstaff. He got a job as a postal worker. In 1991 he was making $30,000 a year and paying $500 a month for his mortgage. He’d started a towing business on the side that he planned to get into more seriously after he retired. He raced motorcycles and stock cars; he’d just bought himself a 1974 Corvette. He went hunting in season and played in the post office softball league; he’d been invited to join the A team. Ray Krone told me this quickly and matter-of-factly, as if he were reading an inventory. These were the things he’d done. These were the things he’d had. These were the things he’d been looking forward to. They were gone now; it was better not to dwell on them.32


There was a bar in downtown Phoenix where he liked to go after ball games to drink beer and play darts. A waitress named Kim Ancona worked there; he’d once given her a lift to a party. On the morning of December 29, 1991, her naked body was found lying in a pool of blood in the men’s bathroom. The police thought she’d been stabbed from behind—stabbed eleven times—and then raped while she drowned in her own blood. On her left breast there were bite marks made by somebody with uneven teeth. Local news stations would later speak of a “snaggletooth killer.”


A friend of Ancona’s reported seeing a short, thickset Native American man with long black hair sitting at the bar that night, so drunk that Kim had refused to serve him. Other witnesses had spotted someone of that description loitering outside the club in the early hours of the morning. Had the police made a thorough search of their database, they would have found a man who looked like that living less than half a mile from the crime scene. His name was Kenneth Phillips, and he was on probation for having broken into the house of a neighborhood woman and “choking her while threatening to kill her.” Twenty days later he would be arrested for sexually assaulting a seven-year-old girl.33


Ray Krone is a sparely built white man with thinning brown hair. He had no criminal record. His roommate would vouch that on the night of the murder, he had been at home.


Two things first brought him to the attention of police: he lived a few blocks from the bar, and his name was written in the victim’s address book. The detective who came to interview him on the afternoon of December 29 noticed that his upper teeth were conspicuously uneven. This was the beginning of a theory. He asked Ray if he and Kim had been lovers and, when Ray denied it, accused him of lying. He brushed aside the roommate’s alibi. He took Ray down to police headquarters, where strands of hair were pulled from his head and he was made to bite on a piece of Styrofoam. His blood was drawn; the detective wanted to do it himself, but Ray wouldn’t let him. They were in a pissing contest, the kind that usually ends harmlessly if nobody is drunk or if one man isn’t a cop in urgent need of a murder suspect. The detective told Ray that he knew he was guilty and demanded that he confess. “I got back in his face,” Ray said. “I told him, ‘Go find the guy who did this!’ And the next day, December 31, I was arrested.”
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