CHAPTER 1

     Every evening the presses would print the reports of another day onto the pulp of a tree that died to inform us of more atrocities, more agonies, more misery than should be borne in an eternity.  Like clockwork, every morning the newspapers would arrive with a new headline and as I would read the previous day’s tragedy my heart would bleed as it had for countless yesterdays.

     Tuesday, May 26, 1998, the Chicago Tribune front page:  “Hospital staffers report seeing a grandfather sexually fondle his mentally disabled granddaughter, who was being treated for burns.  A 14-month-old boy is dipped in scalding water, requiring two surgeries and six weeks of hospitalization.  A father admits having sexual intercourse with his 7-year-old daughter, beginning when she was 3.”  Tears blurred my vision and I read no further.

At the end of the day the newspapers would be tossed in the trash.  Maybe somewhere a puppy would defecate on one first.  And perhaps elsewhere another would be used to wrap a newborn infant before it was placed in the bottom of a dumpster.  Past and present despair discarded with little more than a mild grimace, before thoughts of a new tomorrow slammed the lid shut.

     A new tomorrow…  new hope… and yet thousands of years have passed and humans still suffered, still died after their dreams had been trampled, their hopes of a better tomorrow never realized.  Take for example the front page from October 12, 1997:  “They come in the night, bearded and grimly determined warriors of Islam.  Armed with rifles, hatchets, axes and knives, they slip into the sleeping villages of Algeria and set about their work.  They often target children and women for death.  At other times, they set off car bombs that bring down entire apartment blocks… …terrorists had beheaded a man and a dog, then attached the man’s head to the dog’s body and vice versa.  …fetuses have been ripped from the bodies of living women, some people have been skinned alive and booby traps have been left in corpses to kill those who collect the bodies.”  One man is recorded as having thought there have never been such barbarities in history.  He was wrong.

     Ironically, it was during the same year that scientists first successfully cloned a mammal, a sheep named Dolly.  The exact replication of a genetic code into a separate being identical to the original, only younger, was the crowning achievement to date of the intense labor brought forth from the desire for the perpetuation of one’s life.  Because for a reason I could not legitimize, suffering was not Enemy No. 1.  Death was.

     Some die after years of illness have slowly destroyed their body.  

Others in an instant, leaving behind grief, confusion and anger that 

will haunt those left for years to come.  But death finds them all 

eventually.  Whether they have lived minutes or decades, it takes them all.  Most have left children to replace them, to carry on where they left off.  To carry on what?  The perpetuation of more tragedy?  The farce that is the desire of existence?  

     The lives of some have been so horrific they did not even find escape after death.  I remember an article titled “Peace eludes ghosts of Cambodia”.  It recounted the plight of those whose worst sufferings were at the hands of the Pol Pot regime:  “Cruelly tortured with diabolical medieval instruments, the prisoners were transferred to Choeung Ek and taken to a huge wooden building with a corrugated roof.  Inside that building, 17,000 men, women, and children were bludgeoned to death with clubs to save precious bullets.  The victims were buried in mass graves nearby.  The ghosts… have cried for help and rattled their bones for years in what 

peasants believe is an anguished call for justice from beyond the 

grave.  Often the creaking of bones and the moaning voices were so chilling and so intense at night that families sought refuge and comfort in each other’s homes.”

      As I mentioned earlier, man’s cruelty to man is not a modern aberration.  It has always been with us in various forms and has never shown signs of abating.  The Pol Pot regime used instruments of torture invented in medieval times.  “A History of Torture” by George Riley Scott chronicles the ways and the excuses people have used for over 2000 years to inflict excruciating pain and suffering upon their fellow men, women, and children.  Here is a sampling of methods from Part III – The Technique of Torture:  Crucifixion, pressing to death, burning at the stake, branding, boiling to death, the fire-pan, the brazen bull, squassation (torture of the pulley), the rack, the wooden horse, stoning, whipping (the creation of new 

instruments of flogging was refined to an art), mutilation, scalping, 

drawing and quartering, decapitation, flaying alive, burying alive, starvation, the red-hot iron ordeal, thumbscrews, dunking, the pendulum, forced drinking of water or wine while the genitals have been tied to prevent urination…  And like I said, this is a mere sampling.  Man has excused his obsession with sadism most often on the grounds of religious, racial, political and social class bigotry, convincing himself and others that his victim was deserving of the treatment received, while concealing the fact that more often than not the torturer received great sexual pleasure from the act, as did the morbid crowds that would gather to be witness to the event.  The hypocrisy at times almost seemed worse than the crime itself. 

      Do you think that man is still evolving, and that barbaric cruelty will eventually be replaced by what we mistakenly call humanitarianism?  Humans do nothing out of pure altruism and 

never will.  No matter the façade, their concern for social welfare boils down to a concern for themselves, and perhaps anyone that benefits their life in some way, which is still an extension of self-concern.   

     Or if you are of the religious sort, do you think that if a man strives to be more godlike that he will change his nature, or that some god will change it for him?  What goodness can there be in any god that would create beings to suffer not only at the hands of each other, but also of the very world that this god supposedly made for them to live in?  There is no difference between the creator and the creation – only the amount of power differs. 

     Thoughts such as these also burned in the mind of Lautreamont over a century ago.  In “Maldoror and the Complete Works of Conte de Lautreamont”, where he writes the thoughts of his childhood, he repeats this prayer, “O Creator of the universe, this 

morning I shall not fail to offer you the incense of my childish prayer.  Sometimes I forget it, and I have noticed that on those days I feel happier than usual.  My breast expands, free of all constraint, and I breathe the balmy air of the fields more comfortably.  While whenever I perform the distressing duty prescribed by my parents of addressing you daily with a canticle of praises – accompanied by the inseparable boredom its laborious invention causes me – I am sad and irritated for the rest of the day because to me saying what I don’t believe does not seem logical and natural, and I seek retreat in boundless seclusion.  If I ask the solitudes to explain this my strange condition of soul, they do not answer me.  I would like to love and worship you but you are too powerful and there is fear in my hymns.  If you can destroy or create worlds by a single manifestation of your thought, my feeble prayers will be of no use to you.  

If, when you please, you send cholera to ravage cities, or death to 

carry off in its claws – without any distinction – the four ages of life, I do not wish to ally myself with so redoubtable a friend. Not that hatred governs the line of my argument: on the contrary, I fear your own hate, which at a capricious command can issue from your heart and become vast as the wingspan of the Andean condor.  Your ambiguous amusements are not within my grasp and I would probably be their first victim.  You are the Omnipotent.  This title I do not dispute since you alone have the right to bear it, and your desires with their baleful or happy consequences have no end but yourself.” As Lautreamont realized, man could cause much pain to another, and yet it still pales in comparison with what horrors an omnipotent god could do.     

     Natural disasters, called “acts of God” by insurance agents – how much death, injury, and destruction have these caused?  How many 

have lost family, friends, home, and job, literally everything to a tornado, a flood, a hurricane, a drought?  

     Illnesses caused by internal deficiencies (genetic, congenital or acquired defect) or by external agents (such as bacteria and viruses) have caused tremendous suffering throughout the ages.  Go to a far corner of a cold, sterile hospital and visit someone in the final stages of cancer, every cell of their skeletal frame screaming in pain, and ask yourself what could possibly justify this?  Then go back in time and visit the outbreak of the Bubonic Plague, and imagine yourself pulling the cart they used to heap young and old alike upon to be carried away and disposed of.  And after that visit a TB sanitarium where people were isolated and scorned, treated like the lepers of ancients times or the modern-day victims of AIDS.  Diseases have changed – their affect on people hasn’t.  Every time it appears 

progress is imminent, a new virus, a new resistant bacteria, a new genetic mutation comes along, and people go through the same cycle of suffering all over again.

And what of “accidental” misfortunes, such as a grieving young woman who spent nine months nurturing an infant within her own body, and on the day of delivery the child was strangled with its own umbilical cord because it “accidentally” got wrapped around its neck?  Does this “accident” have some purpose?  Is the incredible anguish the new mother feels worth whatever that purpose is?  Can you have such blind faith to suggest that an omnipotent god could not have prevented something even this simple from happening, or that there could not have been a better way to achieve this so-called “divine purpose”?  When people try to rationalize horror with religion, they end up having to rationalize their contradictory rationalizations.   And yet the mind of man so desperately wants to cling to the concept of an omnibenevolent god, because the alternatives could lead one to either despair or madness.  
Lautreamont was often considered mad, as were many philosophers who came to similar conclusions.  Consider the alternatives:  If there is no god at all, our lives are merely worthless expenditures of energy.  We live, we suffer, we reproduce so the next generation can do the same, and then we die.  Period.  If there is a god who is not omnibenevolent and yet omnipotent, we are the mercy of a sadistic tyrant who made us for his own sick pleasure.  Either way begs the question of  “why?”  Not only why did it come to be this way, but also why do we allow it to continue?  Why do we settle for delusions and fantasies instead of attacking the problem head on?  Is it fear?  Is it ignorance?  Or is it both?

     I knew that there had to be an answer.  And it had to be right under our noses all along.    

